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Foreword 


"Freedom is the recognition of necessity" 

-Engels 

"An investigation into the guiding principles ofottr l:Vv$ or of 
the society around us is this necessity. And recognizing this 
necessity is sweccha (Freedom), During the investigation phase — 
as the heroine of this novel finds out — one faces inner conflicts 
as well ns external struggles. However , once the necessity for 
sweccha is recognized* that is, after the person becomes free, the 
struggles toil! remain, but the inner conflicts will have been left 
behind. " 

-CV. Subba Rat> 

When Sweccha first appeared in the magazine caturti, 
my dear friend Subba Ran expressed his eagerness to write 
a foreword to it when it was published as a novel. It is a 
great tragedy that he didn't live to see its publication. All 
1 can do now is quote his thoughts from his letters. One of 
the topics he and I loved to talk about was life after freedom, 
probably because we both went through so many trials 
and tribulations in our lives. Having promised several 
times that his foreword would distill the essence of all of 
our conversations, he disappeared without a trace! Now I 
find myself so inadequate filling his shoes. 

It has been seven years since Sweccha first appeared in 
Catura (February 1987). During these seven years there 
was not another novel that was discussed as much or as 
controversial. All through the first year after its publica- 
tion, readers, literary enthusiasts and leftists of all shades 
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all over Andhra Pradesh were engaged in wide-ranging 
discussions about swtxdui. These discussions gradually left 
the literary space and invaded my personal life. However, 
in spite of the pain caused, they left me with invaluable, 
cherished experiences. 1 have learnt many precious lessons 
about friendship, love, hatred, literature, life, politics, 
women's groups and women helping women. I have stood 
my ground as an individual with strong, definite ideas. 
That 1 have such innate power to stand strong is a lesson 
1 learnt, thanks to this novel. 

I think swecchn became so controversial as a novel 
because of the historical conditions of the day. Feminist 
ideas were just beginning to be propagated, Such ideas 
were not a cause for alarm as long as they remained mere 
topics for discussion, but sweccha presented them as real 
life issues, as issues related to families, and discussed them 
as problems faced by an average, middle-class, family 
woman. People couldn't help taking a peek into their own 
lives, A woman who was no different from their daugh- 
ters, sisters and wives now asked the questions they had 
been avoiding and brushing aside. They felt uncomforta- 
ble. What if this novel empowered the women in their lives 
to ask questions they had not asked before? The novel 
created quite a stir because it questioned the meaning and 
purpose of the lives of many women who were educated 
and employed, but remained suppressed directly or indi- 
rectly, both within their families and in the society at large. 

Some didn't like the very word sweccha. To them it 
signified boundless freedom, irresponsible freedom, "To 
what ends is this freedom? What do you hope to gain 
advocating such freedom?" 1 was asked. It appears that 
not many have thought about the meaning of sweccha. 
l iberty. Equality, Fraternity— was the slogan of the French 
revolution. The three parts of this slogan are independent 
entities, but they are sequential. Many don't seem to 
realize the difference between Liberty and Equality. There 
are tlnse who believe that if Equality is achieved. Freedom 
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(used henceforth as synonym for Liberty) will fid low. 
One can achieve Freedom without achieving Equality, but 
Equality without Freedom is meaningless. It will not last. 
To remove inequalities in society, and to build a mutually 
supportive environment with equal rights and opportuni- 
ties for all people, the first thing to achieve is Freedom. 
Freedom is not something we can get from somebody nor 
can somebody offer it to us. Freedom is the recognition of 
our needs and wha t is most essential for our existence. This 
is not easy to achieve. What we are talking about is 
Freedom from ourselves, from the traditions, opinions and 
thoughts we grew up with. Freedom from seemingly 
urtshakeable beliefs. When social changes become inevita- 
ble, the desire for Freedom springs up in people. Those 
wht) ask questions about society, their existence in society, 
their relationship with society, and the oppressive nature 
of this relationship, and seek answers to such questions, 
travel the road to Freedom, They will face many struggles 
in their lives, but they will not have to deal with inner 
conflicts. Using Arena's life as an example, I have de- 
scribed in this novel the process of getting past the stage of 
inner conflicts. Towards the end of the novel, Aruna passes 
through this agonizing phase, and is prepared for the 
struggles ahead. If we do not understand the concept of 
Freedom, do not realize it and enjoy it, the struggles we 
engage in are meaningless. Without Freedom, the inequal- 
ities we think we are fighting will reappear in another 
guise. Every person should achieve Freedom’ — -Freedom 
impervious to the control and authority of any person nr 
any quarter. In the quest for Freedom, one understands 
that such Freedom should not become detrimental to 
others. Those who are not free cannot appreciate such 
responsibility. A person who achieves Freedom becomes 
responsible for herself and for the society. One with Free- 
dom understands that it always comes with responsibility, 
and that, conversely, lack of responsibility reflects slavery 
to one thing or the other. Women who do not question the 
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roles imposed upon them by the society, who do not 
question the effects of such roles on their existence, who 
remain oblivious to how meaningless their lives have 
become, lead irresponsible fives. Women who think that 
they are horn just to get married, that they get married just 
to serve their husbands by cooking for them and raising 
their children, that there is no better goal for them than 
that, that their peace is tied to preserving the peace of the 
family, are leading irresponsible lives. These women are 
interested neither in their own lives nor in the society. Even 
the men who say that the scxriety should be reformed 
strongly believe that it is they who will bring about the 
change and that it will be sufficient for the women to assist 
them when needed while taking care of the families. The 
real danger for the patriarchal society is when women 
realize that what needs to be changed is their own lives 
and the attitudes of men towards them, 

Those w r ho do not understand their responsibilities to 
themselves and to the society cannot desire Freedom, Some 
have a serious problem with the concept of these respon- 
sibilities. As 1 said above, some women will argue that 
getting married and raising children is, in and of itself, 
their responsibility. We should ask if this responsibility is a 
chosen one or one imposed upon the women by the 
patriarchal society. If we search for answers to Ibis ques- 
tion, we will understand the very foundations of the 
patriarchal society. We will understand the methods of 
oppression of women and their history. We will enter the 
a^alm of the politics of reproductive rights. We come to the 
arena of control, power, and sexual relationships in the 
family. We will come to realize that sexuality and repro- 
ductive roles have controlled the lives of women and 
woven a social structure around them. Once we realize 
this, it becomes dear that wife, mother, prostitute etc are 
roles imposed upon us, not responsibilities chosen. We will 
cherish the Freedom to choose for ourselves what we want 
to be. For most women the realization that traditional roles 
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were imposed upon them comes through personal experi- 
ences — of suffocating oppression and experiences of vio- 
lence that threaten their very existence. Their lives become 
mired in distress. When these women strongly desire to 
understand the social mechanisms that control their lives, 
then wo see the first indications of their quest for Freedom. 
There has always been, and there will always be, a strug- 
gle between such individuals desiring Freedom and the 
traditional societal controls. This struggle is more intense 
in the ease of women, but it is a worthy struggle. This 
struggle is very essential for the democratic transformation 
of the society and for individuals to lead happier lives. 
There will never be a mechanism acceptable to everyone. 
Feminism is unique in its politicization of the struggle 
between individual rights and what were hitherto pre- 
scribed as the responsibilities of women. 

Aruna of this novel is a middle class, modem woman. 
Women like her are getting educated. They are finding 
employment in various fields and considering themselves 
independent The recognition they receive in education 
and employment the positions they reach by rising through 
the ranks, the wisdom to think independently and the self 
respect they accrue, and the opportunity for various social 
relationships, awaken them. These experiences change 
their nature and their attitude towards life. These women 
begin to think in non- traditional ways about family and its 
power structure. This is the beginning of an investigation, 
a challenge to the traditional ideology imposed upon them. 
Such challenges to the established ideology inevitably 
erupt in struggles both at the individual and societal level. 
The obedient, subordinate woman of the home is expected 
to be transformed into a courageous, skillful, determined, 
goal-oriented, intelligent and responsible person at her 
work, A woman who has learnt to behave responsibly and 
intelligently at work will inevitably bring her skills home. 
She will courageously raise questions at home. Therein lies 
the problerp. During the last fifty years nr so, the number 
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of women entering the social and economic arenas has 
steadily increased. New jobs and new responsibilities are 
continually being thrust upon them. However, they have 
not been relieved of even a single responsibility from the 
past, burdened by these unprecedented responsibilities, 
women are looking for new ways to lighten their burden. 
Some self-confident women are directing their attention at 
the society. This novel has sticcessfuly captured, at least to 
some extent, the inner conflicts taced by these new women 
and the struggles they wage. 

Aruna recognizes right from her childhood that she is 
being suppressed. She tries to get out of it. One of her 
attempts lands her back in the rut. She thinks at first that 
escaping from the control of her father and maternal aunt 
and gaining economic independence will make life happi- 
er, She accomplishes both. However, it takes her only two 
months to realize that the Freedom she thought she gained 
through marriage to Prakasam is an illusion. She becomes 
pregnant and he does not allow her to get an abortion. The 
authority he exhibits in denying her wish distresses her 
deeply. 

Aruna learns that her principal responsibility is moth- 
erhood. That she has a job, and that she has relationships 
in the external world are irrelevant. She also learns that 
she has no right to her own earnings. She learns that she 
cannot interact with the society as a person, independent 
of her family. If she were to ignore these, bring a paycheck 
home and give it to her husband, give birth to children, 
look after their needs and education, and make sure the 
needs of everybody in the family were met, her life would 
be "peaceful." Prakasam would be a good husband. How- 
ever the moment Aruna recognizes that she is an individ- 
ual, that she has her own interests, hobbies and talents, 
that she has the desire to test and prove herself, and that 
such activities are essential to her growth as an individual, 
the peace of her family is shattered. We understand two 
things from this: first, the family denies the woman her 
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individual space; second, it is only after destroying her 
individuality that the family remains peaceful and stable. 
The family gains strength and stability as it continues its 
destructive march against individuality Aruna leaves her 
family only after gaining a measure of understanding of 
this process. 

The novel treats such serious issues as things that 
commonly occur in middle class families. It brought to the 
surface atrocities that do not outwardly look terrible, that 
remain hidden, that have become habitual, and are even 
afforded legal and moral sanction. This proved to be 
unbearable to some. Some w r ere seriously perturbed at 
their prospects if women were to leave such good hus- 
bands like Prakasam, They wondered what would happen 
to the institution of family if women leave it desiring 
interaction with the society, 

Aruna faces struggles outside the family also. She 
questions the attitudes towards women in organizations 
that are apparently dedicated to raising social awareness. 
She leaves an organization that recognized her not as an 
individual but as the wife of so and so, and tries to counsel 
her of the importance of remaining a wife. This incident 
became a problem for men in political parties. The position 
of women even in leftist political parties is debatable. 
Women working in revolutionary movements and organ- 
izations have also suffered the authority, power and oppo- 
sition of men. Political parties have adapted a political 
"family" ideology that women wishing to work with them 
should be "good women", "good family women", women 
upholding the "family honor", and women who will not 
ruin their "respectability" in society. Having exposed this 
attitude, sweccha became a thorn in their side. Even people 
who have often changed political parties and ideologies 
argued that Aruna is an individualist because she left the 
organization she had worked for, and put the novel down 
characterizing it as an advocate of individualism. To those 
w T ho claim that they had left politics due to differences in 
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ideology and that Aruna had left her organization on a 
simple personal difference — let me remind them that indi- 
vidualism is politics, too. They should recognize that Aru- 
na behaved just like them in that she left an organization 
she did not like, and that she thought of building an 
organization where women also could aspire for positions 
and authority Such recognition from them is unlikely 
because that would be an admission of their treatment of 
women. The very fact that discussions have continued 
over the last seven years on the questions raised in sweecha 
about position of women in political parties is in itself a 
testament to the validity of the questions raised. 

In summary narrating the experiences of women in 
the family and in politics from their perspective and 
suggesting that the lessons of these experiences should be 
understood in a new light was the strength of this novel. 
It was also the reason why it was opposed by defenders of 
male authority. 

Uma, one of the characters in this novel, decides not to 
gel married, but to live in a new understanding with the 
man she loves. In fact, characters that spurned marriage 
for fear of losing Freedom are not new to Tclugu literature. 
Kasturi in 'Neekaem Kanmnli' and Sundaram in End/Twaa- 
vulu, two of Kodavatiganti Kutumba Rao's novels, are 
such examples. But these characters were of people who 
remained outside the family structure; they were prosti- 
tutes. That was probably why these characters didn't 
agitate many. Is not the institution of family more secure if 
prostitutes don't marry? Maybe readers who admired 
Kodavatiganti did not think of the possibility that family 
women might idealize Kasturi and Sundaram and fancy 
relationships w T ith men without formal marriages. Uma in 
this novel from a good family, and well-educated, stirred 
a lot of anxiety among the readers by choosing love but not 
family. It raised the question: what about children? That 
question kept popping up until the story “Praifognm" was 
written. Some poor arguments were also advanced — that 
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if a man is not tied down in family, he will produce a child 
with a woman here and another with a woman there and 
eventually leave a lot of women raising his offspring. That 
such men are around and that they are leaving innocent 
women in misery is one thing Rut the very suggestion of 
these critics that given a chance men will behave at this 
despicable level is telling! Will they? This question should 
be put to these critics. Ignoring the irresponsibility of men, 
and leaving the burden of raising children entirely on 
women as if it is their job, is nothing but a defense of the 
male preserve. 

Having chosen not to get married, an independent, 
responsible, educated woman, enters into a relationship 
with a man only after considerable observation and under- 
standing. Such a woman has sufficient intelligence to 
think about children, and the courage and intimacy to 
discuss with the man the shared responsibility of raising 
children. The critics seem to look at all women as weak 
and foolish: women who innocently fall for the pretenses 
of men, who depend upon the false promises of marriage 
and others who raise children of uncaring men, are treated 
no differently than women who think carefully about their 
lives, make educated choices about love and raising chil- 
dren, It makes no sense for critics to shower such "con- 
cern" on women who think and plan carefully about 
raising a child while there are so many women who have 
no idea what a responsibility it is to raise a child, no idea 
how much effort it takes to raise one, and no say in 
becoming pregnant Do not these critics hope that every 
woman should become intelligent enough, and strong 
enough to make decisions related to her own life? Innocent 
women who get cheated provide great opportunities to 
write heartbreaking stories. Characters like Uma provide 
them a different kind of opportunity — for scare monger- 
ing. In truth, there is no real reason for their fears but the 
natural resistance to any new idea. Also, these discussions 
and criticisms are for the most part academic. There will 
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always be women who recognize that the restrictions 
imposed upon them by the society are detrimental to their 
progress. They will struggle throughout their lives trying 
desperately to play the roles expected of them. From these 
struggles, they will come up with new ideas and try 
putting them to test, outside the realm of academic discus- 
sions. As Simone de Beauvoir said, rationalizations for our 
lifestyles should be based on a sound knowledge of our 
living conditions. This novel will have served its intended 
purpose if it helps those women who desire such knowl- 
edge, even a little bit in understanding their living condi- 
tions. 

Another question often asked by many is— what solu- 
tions does this novel provide for Arum, Lima or other 
women like them? In fact asking writers for solutions to 
problems, that Uki solutions which are perfect and fool- 
proof, or even searching for such solutions in book is 
unwise. Kodavantiganti Kutumba Rao advised long ago 
not to look in books for such solutions. Leaving that aside, 
it is not easy to find solutions to what are considered 
personal problems but which are, in fact, issues related to 
reproductive rights of women. A writer can create a 
character who is able to intelligently and effectively solve 
her problems. However, that does not mean that her 
methods will be equally applicable or useful to other 
women. For a person dedicated to writing about Freedom, 
sexuality and reproductive rights of women, the responsi- 
bility lies not in finding solutions to problems of individual 
women, but in demonstrating that these issues arc not 
personal, and in proving to the society that these issues 
need to be considered as societal problems requiring soci- 
ety-wide resolutions. The strengths and successes of fem- 
inist wt iters will be measured by how well they do this job. 
The novel szveccha is an effort in this direction. 


-Volga 


Introduction 


Telugu, spoken by nearly 80 million people has a long 
literary history. But the extant literature dates back to only 
the eleventh century A D, The first acknowledged literary 
work in Telugu is Andhra Mahabharatam. Nannaya ren- 
dered the first two Pa runs (sections) and a part of the third 
parva into Telugu. In the thirteenth century Tikkana ren- 
dered the remaining fifteen parvas of Mahabharata into 
Telugu. It was only in the fourteenth century that the 
complete Mahabharata was available in Telugu, when 
Yerrapregada completed the unfinished task of Nannaya. 
These three poets, though eminent for their other works, 
are popularly known as Kavitraya or the poets trio. 

Since religion had an important place in daily life, most 
of the early literary works in Telugu dealt with the various 
sects of Hinduism like Saivism, Veerasaivism and 
Vaishnavism, Almost all important epics existing in San- 
skrit were rendered into Telugu. But they were not mere 
translations. Following the prevalent literary norms poets 
almost recreated new epics with a fair play of their 
creativity. 

After the era of Furanas, Prabandha era gave birth to 
many poetic works encompassing eighteen types of de- 
scriptions, nine types of emotions and thirty-six figures of 
speech as per existing tradition. In the fifteenth century 
Srinatha's Sritignm Naishadham and Potana's Bfiagavatam 
had universal appeal. In the sixteenth century, especially 
during the rule of Sri Krishnadevaraya, there were eight 
important court poets known as Ashtadiggajas (elephants 
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supporting the eight corners of She earth) who created 
great poetic works and Sri Krishnadevaraya's own work, 
A m uktamalyada is counted among the best works of the 
period. During the seventeenth century poets like Verna na 
wrote in people's language reflecting day to day life and 
teaching universal truths. 

During the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries in 
Madurai and Tanjavur literature flourished due to patron- 
age of the kings. Marty kings themselves were poets and 
wrote epics. This period also witnessed many women 
writers. Even as long ago as in the fifteenth century 
Taliapaka Thimmakka wrote Suhhadrarjttmyam (The story 
of Subhadra and Arjuna). Iler husband Taliapaka Am 
namacharya was well known for devotional songs which 
are still popular making Annamayya a household name. 
In the sixteenth century Aatukuri Molla wrote Ramayana 
mixing prose and poetry which is praised for its direct 
appeal and simple style. Since her father was a potter, she 
is also known as Kummari (potter) Molla, 

In the eighteenth century western scholars began show- 
ing considerable interest in Indian literature and took up 
research and study. Scholars like William Brown and 
Charles Philip Brown contributed immensely to Telugu 
language and literature through research studies and by 
collecting and conserving the literature that was almost 
lost. For the first time a Telugu dictionary was published. 
Verna na's poems too appeared in English. 

In the nineteenth century Kandukuri Viresal ingam 
(1847-1919) heralded the modem era in Telugu literature. 
He gave Telugu its first novel Rajasekhara Charitamu in 
1880. For the first time Telugu literary history was written 
in the form of Telugu Kavutu (Telugu poets). His Sweeps 
Charitamu was the first autobiography in Telugu, Thus he 
made a beginning in every modem genre of Telugu litera- 
ture, Since Viresalingam was a social reformer at heart he 
used his writings and the magazines he edited for promot- 
ing social cause. 
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During this period Gidugu Venkata ramamurthy start- 
ed a movement for use of colloquial language in literature 
with a view to bringing literature to common people. 
Many did not appreciate this revolutionary change. Nev- 
ertheless, a beginning was made and the trend gradually 
gained momentum and was widely accepted. 

The twentieth century was yet another turning point 
in Telugu literature. The influence of western literature 
and the use of colloquial language brought about varied 
changes to the form and theme of poetry. It shed its 
conventional style marked by grandeur and began to 
explore and experiment giving way to brevity and simplic- 
ity, Poets like Gurajada Apparao, Rayaprolu Subba Rao 
pioneered this new movement in poetry. 

The lyric poetry that emerged during this time gave 
expression to patriotism, didacticism and love for nature. 
Deviating from the old classical metres poets began to 
compose in new and simple metres. Poets like Gurajada 
Apparao, Nanduri Subba Rao, Basavaraju Apparao, Adavi 
Bapiraju and Devulapalli Krishna Sastry continued to cast 
a spell on the readers. 

The I92fls and 1930s added another dimension to 
poetry. Influenced by literary trends prevalent in the West 
like imagism, impressionism, realism, surrealism and a 
host of other 'isms', poets changed their poetic expression. 

Some poets looked to the then Soviet Union for jnsph 
ration. Thus Abhudaya Kavitvam (progressive poetry) as a 
school was born. Many poets became part of this move- 
ment. Of these Sri ran gam Srinivasa Rao (Sri Sri) is regard- 
ed as a pioneer. Soon progressive poetry became revolu- 
tionary poetry and Sri Sri had a legion of followers. 

Though the twentieth century witnessed many chang- 
es in Telugu literature which was swept by many trends 
prevalent in the contemporary world, Viswanatha Saty- 
anarayana stood out as classicist in practice and precept. 
He handled every genre with great dexterity and ease 
without ever climbing down from the heights he had fixed 
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for himself. His Ramayatw Kitlpnvrikshaw won Bharatiya 
jnanpith Award, the most prestigious literary award in 
India. His novel l fafipadagttlu {Thousand Hoods), a classic 
in its nature and treatment, proved to be a great literary 
feat with its unwieldy theme, plot and subplots and 
innumerable characters, all with flesh and blood and clear 
cut delineation. 

New schools of thought emerged in the 1960s and 
1970s. There were already progressive and revolutionary 
writers. Now in order to depict the filth in the society and 
to express their anger, disgust and hatred Digambara 
Kavulu (naked poets) chose the language of their poetic 
expression in the same vein which drew the attention of 
the readers to startling realities. 

Though the novels and short stories did not reflect as 
many schools, ideologies and experiments as in poetry in 
theme, form and techniques undoubtedly many sweeping 
changes set in. The stream of consciousness, psycho-anal- 
ysis, the studies of Jung and Freud did influence short story 
writers and novelists. Kodavatiganti Kutumbarao, Buch- 
chi Babu, Gopichand, G.V. Krishna rao, Rachakonda Viswa- 
natha Sastri and others experimented with language, 
expression and characterization. They fine crafted the 
technique of novel. 

Gudipati Venkatachalam proved himself to be different 
from his contemporaries looking ahead of his times and 
paying attention to such aspects of society which others 
normally refuse to acknowledge. He recognized the disad- 
vantage the women have in tradition-bound family life 
and society. Their exploitation, lack of freedom in love and 
marriage too were brought into focus. His writings dis- 
turbed conventional society which was not ready to recog- 
nize and discuss intimate problems of individuals and 
families. Some even stamped Cha lam's novels as obscene 
and many feared to admit reading them. 

in the meantime Telugu short story too evolved along 
with the novel and got recognition at international level. 
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Many novelists were also well known short story writers. 

The sixties and the seventies of the twentieth century 
witnessed a spurt of women's writings because of wide- 
spread education, growth in publishing opportunities and 
increase in number of newspapers and magazines that 
catered to the readers' craving for, particularly short sto- 
ries. 

Women writers outnumbered men especially in the 
genre of novel. Writings took shape with an eye for detail 
and form from the woman's point of view. Most of them 
centered around family life, human relations, love, mar- 
riage, dowry and women's employment. T hese stories and 
novels threw up new thinking women and their adjust- 
ment to modem living. 

There also appeared a large number of stories with 
entertainment as their main goal. Love, romance, supersti- 
tions, mysteries, black magic came handy but no serious 
literary thought was given to them. 

Modem Telugu literature is influenced by various move- 
ments from time to time. At time it appeared that move- 
ments themselves were determining the course of litera- 
ture. In the last two decades of the twentieth century 
Feminism and Dalit movement came to the forefront 
strongly changing the direction of literature. The world 
wide developments arc also responsible for literature tak- 
ing a hard stand so different from entertainment, creativ- 
ity and gentle art of persuasion which vastly directed 
literature so far. Partly it is due to urgency and intensity of 
the writers themselves to explore and place the issues 
before people and partly it is an urge to lend one's voice to 
the movement questioning society at every level. 

To drive home the point writers are not only clashing 
with the existing society, its norms and traditions but also 
taking examples from history, puranas, legends and fic- 
tion, scrutinizing and analyzing them for strengthening 
their own argument. Writers like Allam Rajaiah, 
Raghottama Roddy Kaluva Mai lay ya, Kathi Pad m a rao 
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and Yendluri Sud ha karri Kao are in the forefront of Dalit 
literature. 

Similarly Volga, P. Satyavati, Jayaprabha, Kondepudi 
Nirmala, Vasantha Kannabiran, Kuppiii Padma, Abburi 
Chayadevi and others are shaping public opinion in fa- 
vour of feminism through their poems, stories, novels, 
essays, speeches, discourses and discussions. They are 
questioning the values of patriarchal society that oppress 
women. Among them Katyayani Vidmahe and Volga are 
in the forefront, but in the context of Marxism, Ranga nay- 
aka mm a depicted women's economic problems and op- 
pression in her fanaki Vimukti in 1978 itself. This in fact was 
the beginning of feminist writing in Telugu. 

When a collection of poems by feminists, Neelimeghalit 
(Blue Clouds) appeared in 1993, there were immediate 
reactions. Some approved. Some disapproved. Some un- 
derstood. Some could change their way of thinking. But 
there were many who misunderstood the whole concept 
and misinterpreted it in a derogatory way. In fact the 
subject of many of these poems was the place of woman in 
contemporary society like bringing up of a girl child, 
partiality towards boys, violence in family, dowry deaths, 
female foeticide, rape. While the treatment of the subject 
reflected the writer's individual understanding and point 
of view, yet they all argue for the improvement of the 
condition of women and for gender equality, 

Volga stands out as a Leading writer of short stories and 
novels that reflect a strong feminist ideology. Her Rajakiya 
KnlhtiUi, Sivechdta, Mnimvi and Akashamh Sagam to men- 
tion a few are significant works. 

Swcchcha was first published in 1987 in Gil ura and was 
widely discussed for its contents and presentation. Many 
people could not understand the point of view of the 
writer. She believes that freedom leads to responsibility 
towards self and towards society but never makes a person 
irresponsible. Swtxiicha questions the system which always 
tries to hold back women in families, politics or mo^e- 
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ments. This novel suggests that matters which commonly 
occur in middle class families need to be recognized as 
social issues and treated as such. 

Aruna, the central character in Sivechcfai, a post-grad- 
uate, feels oppression first in the family, then in the society 
around, just because she is a girl. She marries Prakasam 
hoping he is her perfect match. She defies her family to 
marry Prakasam After marriage she is surprised to find 
him disciplining her in her day to day life. Though she is 
not ready to become a mother she submits herself to his 
wishes. She bears a girl child, Prakasam does not feel the 
shared responsibility of bringing up the child. He does not 
tolerate independent activities of Aruna whether they are 
college union activities or some other social activities. He 
objects to her working for a magazine as a kind of social 
service. She finds out that even those men who run the 
magazine are not honest and they have double standards, 
one for their own home, and another for outside world. At 
home Prakasam's domineering nature, intolerance and 
unreasonable behaviour almost suffocates her. 

Aruna leaves home, applies for a month's leave a no 
visits her friend in Delhi, She shares her unhappiness with 
her friend Uma. Uma's independent nature, her love 
relationship with Sudhir whom she does not marry is 
something which dt*es not adhere to any social norms. 
Uma says that they live according to their convenience. 
That matured judgement seems all right to Aruna. She 
decides to free herself from family bonds and to help those 
women who are helpless and oppressed. She thinks that 
then only her "Sweehcha" or freedom acquires some 
meaning. 

Swechcha tries to focus on several problems confronting 
today's woman like restricting the freedom of a girl child, 
husband dictating terms to wife and oppressing her, wom- 
an lacking freedom to decide when to have children, rape 
in married life, and laws that decide that children stay 
with their father when husband and wife are divorced 
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The novel also advocates freedom to two adults to have 
live in relationship without entering into the quagmire of 
marriage. If we interpret this freedom as "freewill" then 
everything seems to fall in place. 

Readers' thinking has considerably changed from the 
times Sivechdm appeared. Now to divorce husband, to live 
with whom one chooses or to live independently free of 
family shackles are not such shocking situations. In 
cities and civilized societies no one gives extraordinary 
importance to these matters. But having exercised one's 
freewill, there is no point expecting social acceptance and 
approval. 

Vet there is one major problem that is confronting the 
society which is doing immense harm to woman's cause, 
Projection of woman by mass media like advertisements, 
cinemas, television shows and fashion shows depicting her 
as an object to be coveted and desired defeat the very 
purpose of restoring human dignity to woman. The urtbe- 
lie v able life depicted and the false values that are upheld 
by the media lead to a big question - where is the real 
woman in these lifestyles and what are the problems 
addressed- In this adverse climate even literature looks 
help! ess confined to discussion groups and public 
harangues leave alone creating right atmosphere and right 
values. 

The author of Swechchu is very clear about what she 
wants to say. There Is nothing to explain or to justify. Since 
Volga has incisive words* strength in thought and support^ 
ing emotion her honesty reflects in her literature. To that 
extent, one can say, the purpose of Swechdta has been 
fulfilled. 
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It's almost twelve o T clock. 

Aruna kept looking at the clock and the front gate. The 
house is all quiet. Even the ticking of the clock could be 
heard loudly and this irritated Aruna. 

It is usually very quiet in the house around noon. 

Aruna's father, Janakiramayya, and her brother, 
Gopalrao, leave for their offices by ten o'clock. 

Gopalrao's tw T o boys go to school. 

Aruna's mother, Sitamma and her sister-in-law, Susee- 
la, finish their lunch early and attend to cleaning lentils, 
mending clothes and other housework. At noon, they 
usually sleep. 

The children will not return from school until three o r 
cluck. 

The house will be quiet till then. 

Aruna also does housework, but after lunch, she pre- 
fers to lie down and read a book. 

Usually Aruna is not at home during the day since she 
is busy with her college and exams. Now, during these 
holidays, she has been restless, finding it difficult to stay at 
home all day. 

It has been only ten days since the last day of the M.A. 
final exams were over, but it already feels like ten months 
for Aruna, Her friend, Uma, just finished her M. Sc. 
exams the day before yesterday. She has promised to 
come today by ten, but it is already twelve and there is no 
sign of Uma, 

Kanakamma, Aruna's paternal aunt, does absolutely 
no work either at home or outside. Her job is simply to 
keep an eye on what everybody else is doing and criticise 
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them rtt every opportunity she gets. 

She has been observing Aruna's restlessness, 

"If you have nothing better to den than Icxiking at the 
clock and the gate, why don't you go up to the terrace and 
fetch the Xtfdiyalu* and put them away." 

Aruna hates talking to her aunt, let alone arguing with 
her If she can do what Kanakamma wants her to do, she 
does it quietly, but when she can't or doesn't want to, she 
just pretends that she never heard a word. 

Kanakamma gets enraged when Aruna ignores her 
like that. 

But no matter how much of a scene her aunt makes 
and how much the rest of the family admonishes her, 
Aruna doesn't open her mouth. 

If she doesn't go and get the wdiynlu now, Kanakam- 
ma won't let up. A long lecture is sure to follow. 

She will certainly say how many times she had made 
zxtdiyalu by the time she was Aruna's age; she is sure to 
remind Aruna that a girl is no girl unless she makes 
vadiyalu ; and she won't forget to mention how disgraceful- 
ly Aruna is behaving. 

All these things will come up in the lecture. And 
nobody can stop these lectures. 

Aruna went up to the terrace. White sarees are spread 
out on cots and the little vadiyalu on the sarees are drying 
in the sun. 

Aruna looked at them for a moment and then folded 
all the sarees. On her way to the staircase she stopped and 
looked at the street below. 

'Uma is always like this. She never comes on time. It's 
frustrating to wait for somebody/ 

Uma will be leaving town today. If she had come early, 
they could have spent more time together before she left. 
Aruna is vexed. 


Savouries m&de of blade gram and green pumpkin, dried and 
bottled, deep fried before eating. 
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Kanakamma came to the street side on some errand 
and looked up at the terrace. She caught Aruna looking at 
the street and said, "What are you looking at? Why don't 
you come down when your work is finished? Come down 
now." 

Aruna remembered the day when she had asked her 
mother, Sitamma, "Why is this aunt living with us?" 

Sitamma was very uneasy, "Don't talk like that. If she 
hears, she will be very upset. " 

She did hear, and she was indeed upset. 

She somehow heard everything no matter who said 
what and when. And she had an opinion on everything. 
After passing her comments, she invariably says, "Why 
should I say anything, who cares about a widow's talk 
anyway" 

She made a big scene that day. She kept grumbling till 
janakiramayya came home. Sitamma even begged her to 
ignore the little girl's question. After all, she was just a little 
girl. 

"1 know she is a little girl. Little girls usually say what 
the elders have in their hearts," snapped Kanakamma. 

Sitamma didn't know what to say. Janakiramayya 
came home. Even before he had washed his feet, Kana- 
kamma started crying very loudly and recounted how 
badly she had been insulted. 

Janakiramayya was outraged. He flew into a rage and 
beat Aruna, Kanakamma then said, "Don't hit her so hard. 
If anything happens to her, people will blame me for it. 
What's the use of blaming the kid anyway. Once a woman 
becomes a widow and takes shelter under someone's roof, 
it's inevitable for her to suffer insults," 

That night Sitamma and Aruna went to bed crying in 
each other's arms. Janakiramayya yelled at Sitamma again 
before going to bed. 

Aruna hated Kanakamma ever since. This hatred grew 
with time. Aruna realised that for some reason both her 
parents were afraid of this aunt. 
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It was much later that she came to know why. 

Kanaka mmn had been married very young. Even be- 
fore they could set up a home, her husband died. Kana- 
kamma was given five acres of wet land in the property 
settlement, and with it, she came to live with her younger 
brother It wat the desire for this land that enslaved 
Ja n a kiramay ya. He never allowed Sitamma to react no 
matter what Kanakamma said to her Though Aruna was 
unhappy with it, she knew that her parents w r ould remain 
subservient to the aunt because of the land. 

Kanaka mma never had the opportunity to wear a 
bind] on her forehead, flowers in her hair or to dress up in 
beautiful clothes. Ever since, she has always been very 
envious of any woman who looked happy, dressed up or 
appeared cheerful 

She could not accept the fact of girls' stepping out of 
the house in the name of school and education. She 
incessantly talked about stopping the girls from going to 
school after the third class. 

Aruna 's older sister, Rajeswari, somehow managed to 
get through eighth class before succumbing to Kanakam- 
ma's tirades. 

She was married off two years after that, again be- 
cause Janakiramayya could not disobey the dictates of his 
sister. 

When Aruna reached eighth class.., 

"It won't be long before you'll have to stop this roam- 
ing around. Marriage will cure all this," said Kanakamma. 

"Aruna is not like her sister. She is good at her studies," 
murmured Janakiramayya mustering all his courage, 

The truth of the matter was that Janakiramayya had 
no money left after building the house. He had debts to pay 
and was not in a position to contemplate Aruna's mar- 
riage. 

"Why? What good is this education for her? Aren't you 
planning to get her married? It hasn't done any good to 
any woman 1 knovv. Education will not help her contract 
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a better marriage. Mo woman 1 know has ever been 
benefited by education, [t is not for a girl who intends to 
marry and have a family. 

"Anyway, why should I bother. You want her to study, 
and she too wants to study. And her mother doesn't seem 
to care what is happening to her daughter. But 1 just 
wonder, what are we going to do if something happens to 
her?" She used to say this often. 

Kanakamma criticised every step Aruna took. She 
didn't even spare her gait. "What is that lazy walk? You 
must walk smartly. How can you ever get anything done 
if you walk so slowly? I wonder how you're going to feed 
your husband tomorrow when you get married as if you 
are afraid of stamping on the ants on the ground?" 

And if she walks fast "What is this running? Aren't you 
a girl? If you don't slow down, how can anyone be 
inclined to marry you?" 

Aruna was hopelessly dispirited during the holidays 
with the knowledge that Kanakamma was watching her 
every step and recording everything she did. 

Ever since she had finished high school and gone to 
college, everybody in the house seemed to have caught the 
disease from Kanakamma. 

Somebody or other in the house found something in 
everything she did objectionable— every breath she took 
and every step she walked. Ev en the water she bathed in 
and the powder she used, was not spared* 

Though they did not agree on much else, when it came 
to controlling Aruna and teaching her proper behaviour, 
they all seemed to be in total agreement. 

Kanakamma used to behave as if her life's mission is to 
humiliate Aruna, 

Aruna still remembered that day. 

She was then in her tenth class. 

She was returning home from school. Like other girls of 
her age, she was walking with her books held close against 
her chest. 
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Kanakamma was in her usual mood of finding fault 
wi th Aruna, She saw the books on Aruna 's chest, 

"This is what happens when a grown up girl is not 
married. Isn't it disgraceful to be walking like that with a 
man's picture on her chest?" started Kanakamma, 

Aruna was startled. She dropped the books in horror. 

I he cover of the book on top had the picture of a film 
actor. That's it. 

The mistake! 

Aruna was reeling in anger and shame as she recalled 
this humiliation, when an auto pulled up at the gate and 
stopped. 

Uma stepped out carrying a big trunk. 

As she helped Uma with her trunk. Aruna said, "What 
happened? You were supposed to come at ten o clock! I am 
dying here waiting for you/' 

"It took me a long time to pack everything. Because I'm 
not coming back after the holidays, 1 had to empty the 
room into this trunk/' The thought of separation upset 
both of them. 

"Did you buy your ticket?" 

"I got it yesterday. It is for the 9.30 bus tonight/' 

"Did you eat?" 

"Yes, but give me a glass of water." 

By then Arena's mother, sister-in-law and aunt came 
out to see Uma and surrounded her. Sitamma and Suseela 
engaged her in pleasantries while Kanaka mma examined 
her from head to toe. She noticed that though tired, Uma 
radiated excitement, happiness and a delicate beauty. Kana- 
kamma was seized by a feeling of uneasy restlessness. 

Aruna brought a glass of water for Uma and both sat 
down on a cot in the living room. Sitamma, Suseela and 
Kanakamma quickly joined them. They pretended to be 
busy peeling off vmiiyalu from the sarees. 

Uma looked at Aruna and smiled. Aruna felt uncom- 
fortable. "So, how did the exams go?" she asked. 

"Not bad. All the questions were expected ones. I am 
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sure of a first class." Uma said nonchalantly. 

"First class? I'm not asking about first class, what about 
the gold medal?" 

"I don't know about that, Trem Kumar may snatch it 
off. Looks like he has been studying very hard. He's been 
growing a beard and all that," 

"If marks could be awarded to beards and moustaches, 
a lot of people would have grown them " 

While they both laughed, Suseela got up, irritated, to 
go into the other room. 

"What kind of talk is this." As Kanakamma was about 
to start on her lecture, Aruna got up saying, "Let us go out 
and sit in the verandah." 

"Looks like wc should not hear their secrets/' taunted 
Kanakamma looking at Sitamma Sitamma kept quiet. 

"1 asked you to come to the hostel/' complained Uma, 

"You don't know what 1 have lo go through to come to 
the hostel. First 1 have to get permission from my father 
and my brother. That itself gives me a headache, Then I 
have to put up with the grumbling and protests of these 
three. Even if they all agree, [ must be back home by five. 
If you come here, we have more time to talk/' explained 
Aruna. 

"OK, But where can we talk here? Shall we go for a 
'movie?" 

"What? A movie!" 

"Why? Do you need permission for that also?" 

"Of course. But you're here. Will you please ask my 
mother for permission?" 

"What? Aruna, you just finished your M. A. You're still 
talking like a kid!" 

"I know. I'll remain a kid as long as I live in this house. 
What can 1 do? Everyone here has dedicated their lives to 
protecting my purity." Aruna could not hide her helpless- 
ness and resentment. 

"just go and tell your mother, Aruna. We'll go. What 
can happen?" 


8 


A OLTIiST ( OR l-K};h(KtM 


^oti can t bnagine, Uma. this wiiJ become a big issue 
now," 

"Let it be. If you can put up with it the first few times, 
they will get used to the idea. Come on, let's try it. Let's go 
to a movie." Uma pushed Aruna into the house. 

Arunn went in. Looked in the mirror. Hair in place. 
Bindi fine. She powdered her face and was selecting a 
saree when Kanakamma walked in, 

"Where are you getting ready to go?" 

"Movie/" replied Aruna, arranging the pleats of her 
saree. 

"Movie? Did you tell your father?" 

No, Uma thought of it just now. I'll tell mother," 
Aruna walked towards the kitchen. 

"Mother, Uma and I are going to a movie. We ll be back 
by six, Uma will stay for dinner and leave later tonight." 

She didn't wait for the reply, 

Uma and Aruna practically ran out into the street, 

Isn t it too early for the afternoon show?" asked 
Sitamma, coming to the verandah. 

Kanakamma looked at the dock and said, "It's only 
one o' clock. Who knows where they're going." 

Such heartless talk hurt Sitamma. "God knows what 1 

have to endure the whole day because of this girl/' she 
thought 

Suseela went info her room and slammed the door. 

Once in the street, Aruna felt safe. 

"Which movie are we going to watch?” 

I don t really feel like going to a movie. Why don't we 
sit somewhere and talk," 

' Where can we sit?" 

"Let's go to the University Gardens. We can sit under 
our tree" Aruna said enthusiastically. "Who knows when 
we can sit under our tree again!" 

"You're crazy Aruna, I just came all the way from the 
university. You want us to go there again? That's why I 
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asked you to come to the hostel/' 

"Come on, Uma, please, don't you start too." 

"Okay, let's go." 

They walked to the bus stop. 

Every student has a favourite spot in the University 
Garden. Uma and Aruna used to sit under the Moduga 
tree. If anybody else sat there, they were unhappy, they 
used to sit there for hours on end, sometimes skipping 
classes. 

"It is interesting that our final meeting is also under our 
favourite tree/' said Uma. 

"Final meeting, final vacation. What is this language? 
Aren't we meeting ever again?" 

"Well meet but not like this. But who knows how we'll 
change in the meantime. Who knows where we'll end up/' 

"1 am not going anywhere. It's certain that I'll remain 
right here." 

"If my future husband also had a job here, 1 would 
have remained here too," teased Uma. 

"You are saying that just because Prakasam has a job 
here. Even otherwise, 1 like Hyderabad. I've lived here 
since my childhood. May be that's why I like it" 

"Have you both talked about marriage at all?" 

"Prakasam wants to get married immediately. But 1 am 
the one who is postponing it." 

"Why?" Uma was curious. 

J Td like to get a job before getting married. But when 
I think of the situation at home, I feel like saying 'Yes' to 
marriage and getting out." 

Uma laughed aloud, 

"Its not funny, Uma. You don't understand my prob- 
lems. I have absolutely no freedom at home, 1 have to ask 
their permission for everything. I have to beg them for 
every paisa. If they like, they give, otherwise, not Today 
you said, let's go for a movie/ 1 don't have a single paisa. 
Have you over seen me going to movies or restaurants with 
friends The only people I go out with are you and 
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Prakasam. And ] absolutely hate myself when you pay for 
me." Aruna's eyes were filled with tears. 

"Come on, Aruna. Money p* blems are not unusual in 
our middle class families. Don't take this so seriously/' 

"No, Uma. If we had financial problems, I wouldn't 
ask for money to go to the movies or anything like that. 
They just want me to he dependent on them. I don't like 
the idea of my spending any money on my own. My aunt 
has already been complaining that l should have been 
married off like my sister when J was 15 years old. By the 
way, did you hear. I'm already a grandmother!" 

"What?" 

"It's true. You know my sister who lives in Ranchi 
Well, her daughter just recently had a daughter. My sister 
was married when she was fifteen. She gave birth to a 
daughter at sixteen. My brother-in-law comes from a 
family more traditional than mine. He got his daughter 
married when she was sixteen. Now he is a grandfather. 
My aunt. Kanaka mm a, has been singing this song for the 
last two days: 'the grandchild is born already and this 
grandmother/ that is me, 'is not married yet/ They couldn't 
find a good match for me and they didn't have the money 
for the dowry; that was why my father decided to let me 
do M. A.. Now they are afraid I may never get a match. 
They turn this fear into anger and take it out on me. 
Sometimes 1 think that the onfy vvay to attain freedom is to 
get married and leave this house as soon as possible/' 

Uma broke into laughter again. 

Aruna turned serious. "You think this is all funny? 
How can you understand my situation? Your father gave 
you all the freedom you wanted. He sent you to Hydera- 
bad for studies and allowed you to stay in a hostel. You can 
never understand how it feels to live in a house like mine. 
It's not a house, it's a jail!" 

"No, Aruna, it's not that I don't understand you. 1 just 
couldn't help laughing at your idea of getting married for 
the sake of freedom." 
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"What's so funny about that idea?" Aruna was an- 
noyed. 

"Look Aruna, everybody says that they lose their 
freedom after marriage. You are talking about getting 
married for freedom. I can't help laughing." 

"Well, my situation is different/' said Aruna 

"How come? Your folks are a bit more strict than usual, 
but these controls are normal in most middle class families. 
Very few girls have the type of freedom you are asking for. 
But even the little liberty you have now may be gone after 
marriage. Who knows, Prakasam alone may turn out to be 
equal to all your present custodians." Uma laughed again. 

"No way Prakasam is not like that. Don't you know 
him? Why do you talk like that?" 

"I know. Prakasam is nice. So you think you will be free 
to go to movies and roam around with him? But it may be 
that you can only do with Prakasam." 

"Who else then? Why would J go out with anybody 
else?" 

"That's right. Why with anybody else? What if I come 
to your house and say, 'let's go and see PyastiT You'll 
probably say that you have to see it with Prakasam, 
otherwise he might not be happy. He might even be angry. 
So you might refuse." 

"Oh, Uma, shut up. 1 will not say that. Maybe I'll say 
that all three of us can go and see it" 

"That's it then. You won't come with me to the movie 
unless Prakasam comes along?" 

"1 can't believe how stubborn you are, Uma. Okay, I 
won't see Pyasa with Prakasam. Whenever Pyasa comes to 
Hyderabad, I'll send you a telegram. I'll wait for you to 
come, then W'e'll leave Prakasam at home and go and sec 
it. Okay?" 

Uma couldn't stop laughing! 

"Stop laughing!" Aruna was irritated, 

"Look Aruna, your family has restricted you to a orbit. 
They are afraid of your leaving this orbit. You want to 
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break out of it and seek freedom. But to do that, do you 
want to enter Prakasam's orbit?" 

"I will kill you if you use that word 'orbit' again. It 
reminds me of the geometry classes of our childhood 
days," 

lima laughed again. She lay down on the grass and 
put her head in Aruna's lap. 

'Okay what now?" asked Amina impatiently. 

J What do you want me to say?" 

" fell me what happens in Prakasam's orbit?" 

"You said you don't want to hear the word, "orbit." 

"Okay, use some other word " 

"Don't get me wrong, Aruna, Prakasam is a nice 
fellow. 1 was just teasing you. I'm sure you'll marry him 
and live with all the freedom in the world. Okay?" 

"Are you teasing me again?" 

"So, what do you want me to say? You want me to 
believe that you'll get married to live in freedom. Once you 
are married, you won't have time even to think of freedom. 
The housework, dirty dishes, deliveries, kids...." 

"Shut up, lima" 

"Well? But that's the truth. Because you love him and 
because 1 know him, Tm not asking you to stop this 
marriage. Otherwise, I would have tried to talk you out of 
it. But Prakasam is a nice boy. I am sure you both will be 
happy. Don't worry." Uma tried to make Aruna feel better. 

"Won't you ever get married?" asked Aruna, growing 
more reflective. 

"No." 

"What will you do then?" 

"Well, there are lots of things to do besides marriage. 
You know how much I like my field. I'd like to get into 
research and reach the highest possible level professional- 
ly. That's my goal." Lima's voice expressed a strong deter- 
mination. 

"Can't you do that if you're married?" 

"If 1 get married, these dreams will be washed away. If 
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1 spend all my time in the laboratory, do you think my 
husband would be happy? If I'm alone, I can do whatever 
( want. I can cook when l feel like. HI eat in a restaurant 
if 1 don't have time. I'll work as much as I want and relax 
whenever I want. 1 won't have to wait for anybody. That's 
why 1 couldn't help laughing when you said you want to 
get married for freedom. I'm trying to stay away from 
marriage to protect my freedom,' 

Aruna was lost in thought. 

"I hope I didn't spoil your mood Aruna, You know 
how crazy I am about research. That's why I'm not 
thinking about marriage. But in your case, Prakasam loves 
you dearly, 1m sure your life will be happy." 

"Yes, Prakasam is a good boy," said Aruna, as if in 
explanation. 

"Hey foolish girl, 1 didn't say that he is not. Don't take 
me too seriously. You can get married and yet live in 
freedom." Uma tapped gently on Aruna 's head. 

"But I'm not going to get married Mil 1 get a job," 

"That is a good idea. Freedom depends a lot on finan- 
cial independence. Okay- Get up, let's go to the canteen 
and get a cup of tea," Uma got up. 

Both walked to the canteen and ordered tea. They sat 
for a few minutes in silence, then walked towards the Arts 
College. 

"Why can't you do research right here?" 

"I don't know. First I'd have to get admission But 
anyhow, I'd like to go to Delhi," 

"I love Nagarjuna University for rejecting you. You 
ended up here. I hope Delhi turns you down! Then you'll 
end up here again." 

"Please don't say that. 1 also like Osmania University 
for keeping seats for students from other universities!" 

They both laughed, 

"These two years flew by so fast," said Amna, 

"Yes. Remember the day 1 met you? It seems like 
yesterday. You had Krishna Paksitam* in your hand and I 
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liked you instantly. J came over to talk to you. Do you 
remember what I asked you?" 

"Yes, You asked me to name the two poems in it I liked 
best." 

I remember. You said, Sweschaagaanam'* and 
J Abba/" 

"You hugged me and gave me a kiss. But do you know 
that I also met Prakasam on that same day \ had seen him 
before on occasions, but I'd never talked to him till then. It 
is quite strange that I met my two best friends on the same 
day . " 

Both fell silent again joyously recalling the old days, 

"Shall we go back then?" Lima glanced at her watch. 
Aruna agreed reluctantly. 

As they got off the bus, Uma noticed that Aruna was 
tense. 

" Aruna, don't worry. I'm here. Nothing will happen," 

"J don't know, Uma, J feel guilty and I don't know 
why. They don't have to say a word. I feel as if I've 
committed a horrible sin. When I think of having to give 
explanations. Listening to their taunts and their orders, 
seeing the agony my mother has to endure because of all 
this, I feel it's probably better to just sit at home, than 
trying to venture out." 

When they entered the house, the atmosphere was 
strange. Nobody said a word. Nobody bothered to greet 
them or even to look at them. They were ail busy doing 
their own jobs. Janakiramayya was lying in his arm chair 

with his eyes closed., Cropalrao was reading the new spa- 
per. r 

Aruna walked around uncomfortably for a few min- 
utes and asked Lima if she was ready for her bath, Uma 
nodded and went to get her clothes, Aruna put a bucket of 
water in the bathroom. 


* a book of pttems in Tdugu 

* song of freedom 
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'Aruna?' 1 called Janakiramayya, 

Aruna slowly walked towards him, 

"Where did you go?" The investigation had begun. 
"To the University*" 

"You said you were going to a movie/' interjected 
Kanakamma. 

"We wanted to, but changed our minds and went to 
the University." Aruna wondered why she didn't just say 
that they had gone to a movie. 

"Why did you go to University? Tsn't it closed for the 
holidays?" asked Sitamma. 

"Who knows where they actually went. Do you think 
they will tell us where they went?" Kanakamma directed 
all her displeasure at Aruna, 

"What do you mean? Where do you think I go?" 
Aruna was angry. 

"Why should 1 care where you go. Why should you get 
angry with me. You have a mother and a father. Why 
should I come between you?" Kanakamma stepped back 
a little and stood there. 

"Why do you roam around unnecessarily. Things are 
pretty bad out on the street. We have to wait for you in 
great anxiety/' said Janakiramayya, his anger barely in 
check. 

"You think she cares for our fears? All she cares about 
is having a good time. She doesn't give a damn whether 
we're worried or whether our reputation is ruined." 
Gopalrao put his paper down and stood up, 

"Why* do you interfere. Let the father take care of his 
daughter* If you come between them, then she will say that 
she is as educated as you are. Please keep quiet." Suseola 
admonished her husband. 

With Uma coming out of the bathroom, everybody 
acted as if nothing had happened, Aruna ran into the 
bathroom and cried for a w-hile. 

By the time she came back, Uma was nowhere to be seen, 

"Where is Uma?" Aruna asked S usee la. 
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"Who knows," she said carelessly. 

"Looks like she went up to the terrace," Said Sitamma. 

Arum went up. 

"Whats the matter? Everybody is looking so serious. 
Did they lecture you yet?" 

" Y es, That's already over. Anyway, you'll be gone in a 
short while, so why don't we just talk." 

"Of course we can talk. By the way, before i forget, I 
brought all the letters of yours, the ones Prakasam wrote 
to you, Take them and hide them carefully" 

"No, Uma, 1 don't have any place to hide those letters, 
l don't even have a cardboard box for myself. Even if 1 had 
one, it will be open to everybody. Nobody could sleep 
without investigating what was in it. Please keep them 
with you." 

Uma remained silent 

"After we get married, well come to you and get the 
letters." 

"Aruna, you keep talking about this marriage, How 
can you get married? Your family will never agree to it. 
They'D make a big fuss," 

"But 1 won't tell them. It would be fooDsh even to think 
of convincing them. We'll go to the Registrar's office one 
day and sign papers and then go straight to Prakasam's 
house. I'll write to my family after that. If they come to see 
me, that's fine. Otherwise, no loss. If 1 tell them earlier, they 
would rather kill me than agree to this marriage. My job is 
to make sure that this remains a secret,., at least for now." 

"if you need any help, come to Guntur. My folks are 
not exactly great either, but they'll understand. Don't 
hesitate to come to me if you need me." 

Aruna took Uma's hand in hers. She was moved by her 
affection. 

The talked till about eight o' clock and then came 
downstairs. 

Aruna served dinner for both of them. After dinner, 
they went outside to hail an auto. 
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D was time to say good-bye. 

" Sorry, Uma, i can't come to the bus stop to see you off." 

"Don't be silly. It is so dark outside. And you'd have to 
come back all alone. However great your desire for free- 
dom, you must take note of the circumstances, too ' 

Uma put her box in the auto and sat down. 

"Will you remember to write to me?" Aruna 's voice 
quivered* 

"Of course. What else is there to do in the holidays?" 

"Be careful, letters get censored here/' 

"What a bore! Okay” 

The auto pulled away slowly. Aruna went in. She did 
not feel like talking to anybody She lay down on the bed 
and thought about her friend and the future. 

What a good friend Uma is. How well she has thought 
out the whole issue of marriage. Once a woman is caught 
up in housework and children, there might be no time at 
alt to think about freedom. But without marriage, she 
could be a prisoner in the house for ever. And she couldn't 
think of living without Prakasam. 

'Prakasam loves me dearly.' 

'We'll live happily with so much love and friendship/ 

'Well work together.' 

'We'll enjoy things together.' 

'Well be very understanding of each other's desires.' 

"We lt have a child after 5 years. We'D raise the child 
with a lot of freedom.' 

Aruna yearned for her own home where nobody 
would investigate her every move and nobody would 
control her. 

She wanted to talk about it to Prakasam. She wanted 
to tell him that they should remain friends even after they 
got married. 

She thought of her parents. They were like a cat and a 
mouse. She and Prakasam wouldn't be like that. She 
should talk about it all to Prakasam. 
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Aruna looked around the park for Prakasam as soon as 
she entered the park. The park near the Secunderabad 
Canlonement area is very small and usually filled with 
playing children, and sleeping coolies. People don't usual- 
ly go there to sit and talk, Aruna and Prakasam first chose 
this park as a meeting place because it was unlikely that 
they would be spotted there by anybody they knew. 
Gradually they began to like the park. 

Prakasam was sitting under the red flowers tree and 
looking somewhere in the distance He didn't see Aruna 
until she came and sat next to him. 

'1 came in such a hurry thinking that you'd be eagerly 
waiting for me. You look like you're lost in thought Are all 
my efforts a waste?"' teased Aruna, 

'Won t you please hold tnv hand and bring me into the 
real world!" begged Prakasam, 

Aruna laughed. 

"What do you want me to do?" asked Aruna, 

"Marry me right away" 

"I'm afraid of marriage?' 

"Nonsense Don't keep postponing it, Aruna. Be seri- 
ous. When can we get married?" 

Aruna looked into Prakasam' s eyes. Her heart was 
'tiled with love for him. 

At the same moment she recalled Uma's words. Is 
marriage the beginning of a monotonous life? She is 
frightened of the prospect of living her whole life caught 
up in housework and children. But she can t continue 
living the way she is now. Her family will only make her 
life worse. Why is she afraid of marriage? Prakasam loves 
her dearly She loves talking to him and laughing with him. 
There are occasions when he is talking to her and she 
wants to hug him and kiss him. But after marriage? 

How long do you want to think about it, Aruna?" 

Aruna came out of her thoughts, 

"Be open and tell me. What's you reason for this 
delay?" 
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"Nothing, Prakasam. Every girl feels afraid of mar- 
i'i age. I m no different. Maybe I'm a bit frightened after 
talking with Uma yesterday." 

"Frightened? Why? I'm not afraid. Why should you 
be? What did Uma say?" Prakasam was impatient. 

"Because... look, Prakasam, life won t change much for 
you after our marriage. Even if it does, it will only change 
in a way that will make you more comfortable and happi- 
er. It's different for me." 

"What! Are you saying that I'll be happy but I'll make 
things difficult for you? You,., I love you so dearly." 
Prakasam was shocked. 

"Listen to what 1 have to say I'm not saying that you 
will yell at me or hit me I know you love me. But what will 
I have to give you in return? What do I have to do?" 

"You should love me!" 

' What does love mean? Is it just looking into each 
other's eyes? That's before marriage. After marriage, a 
man sees love in the services his wife provides. When I 
bring you a cup of coffee in the morning, you will see my 
love in that coffee cup. You'll begin to see love in the food 
I cook, in the clothes I wash, and in the household work 1 
do. Gradually 1 will stop being an individual for you and 
only remain a serviceable commodity." 

"Aruna, don't talk nonsense. Do you think I love you 
because you'll cook for me? Won't I love you even if you 
don't cook? 1 love you for your beauty intelligence and 
sensitivity to every little thing, and not for the food and 
coffee you will serve me? Okay, ill do all that. Agree for the 
marriage now." 

Aruna laughed heartily 

"Uma says that women lose freedom after they get 
married. In my case, I have no freedom now, so I don't 
have much to lose. My concern simply is whether I will get 
this freedom when I marry you. Today I left home at four 
o' clock. I must return by six. I told a lie to come here. Till 
J go to bed, J have to constantly worry about somebody 
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finding out that I lied, I have to fear the consequences, the 
insults, the wretchedness of it all. That is the story now. 
But what about after we're married? Can I go to a park like 
this and meet a friend? Will I be worried that you're at 
home alone, that you might be unhappy, that you 11 be 
upset if dinner is served late. At least in the future I'd like 
to enjoy my freedom, f want to spend my time the way 1 
like. I d like to be free to go home at six o' clock or 12 o' 
clock without having to explain to anybody." Aruna was 
speaking her heart out. 

"Think for a while and you will realise how senseless 
this talk is and how wrong your opinion of me is. I don't 
understand how you can think that Til make your life 
miserable." Prakasam's face turned red with anger. He sat 
silently. 

Aruna felt sorry for him. Prakasam is a good friend. 
She can't think of losing him. She loves him too much to 
say 'No' now. Maybe she is going crazy living in that 
house. 

"Okay, Prakasam, let me get a job, then,,/' 

"So you will think about it after that?" There was 
harshness and frustration in Prakasam's voice. 

"No. Well get married when I get a job." 

"Really Aruna?" Prakasam took her hand in his and 
kissed it, 

"Aruna, you get a job. I like that. But why postpone 
our marriage till then? My job is pretty good. We can 
manage without any problems. You can take your time 
looking for a job afterwards." 

"No, Prakasam. Marriage will have to wait till i find a 
job," Aruna was definite, 

"Okay, whatever you say." Prakasam put his hand on 
her shoulder. 

"Shall we leave now?" said Aruna looking around . 

"Already? It is only five- fifteen," 

"It will be six by the time 1 get home, If I reach on time, 
there will be peace for them and for me," 
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Everyone in the house is anxiously awaiting for the 
best for Aruna. It is a new experience for her. A private 
Junior College had advertised openings for lecturers, Aru- 
na applied, She has been called for an interview today. 

Her sister raised or bent her head obediently When 
asked this girl does the exact opposite of what she is told," 
said Kanakamma, Except for Kanaka mma, everybody 
looked happy Kanaka mma express her displeasure blunt- 
ly. "Her sister is a grandmother and this girl wants to roam 
the world without marriage. As it is, she has no respect for 
anybody; if she gets a job, she will not care for us " 

Gopalrao offered to take her to college on his scooter 

Aruna was surprised. Gopalrao never gave her a ride 
before. He always considered it below his dignity. Aruna did 
not know how to react to the new affection from everybody 
in the house. She was happy, anxious and confused- She 
was also worried how F the interview would go. 

She was quite disappointed when she saw the crowd 
of applicants at the college. What chance did she have for 
the job? She saw two of her classmates and went to sit 
with them. 

"Now that you have come, we might as well leave/' 
said one of them, 

"How come?" asked Aruna, quite surprised. 

"This college belongs to people of your community 
Why would they give me a job instead of you?" 

Aruna was quite annoyed, but didn't say a word. 

It was true that jobs w-ere sometimes given on the basis 
of caste. But Aruna did not know the caste of the college 
owners. This girl is talking as if l had done something 
wrong, thought Aruna, She's not the only one from her 
community here. There must be many others. Anyway, 
people who give jobs on the basis of caste might already 
have selected someone. 

While Aruna was still lost in her thoughts, the two girls 
went in and came Out. 

"W'e'ne leaving," they said. 
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"How come your interview was so short? What did 
they ask?"' 

"Nothing. They just looked at our faces and sent us out, 
Doesn't look like they have any jobs to offer" They left. 

After a few others, Aruna was called. 

She went in nervously 

Five people were sitting around a table. They looked at 
Aruna 's certificates. 

One of the men asked her to explain how the word 
kandoyi' is formed. Aruna's mind went blank for an 
instant He then asked her to explain it in her own words, 
which she did by breaking the word into two parts and 
explaining the grammatical principle of their combination. 

The same man asked her if she had a favourite among 
the classical poets. Aruna said that she like Srinatha. He 
asked her to recite a poem, any poem of Srinatha, that she 
liked. Aruna thought for a moment and recited the poem, 
"Pampavirupaksha." 

"Very good. Thank you. You can go now." 

Aruna almost ran out. 

She wondered whether she would get the job or not. 
The question was answered tin the fifth day after the 
interview. 

She was offered the job. 

She was called to the college and informed that she 
was their choice. But before she could be overwhelmed 
with joy, she was told something else. 

The college was not getting a government grant and 
therefore they could not pay her the full salary. They said 
they could only pay her five hundred rupees. However, 
she would have to sign that she was getting full pay. 

Aruna didn't know what to say. 

They understood that she needed time to think about 
it. She w as asked to come back by ten o' clock the next day 
to tell them whether the conditions would be acceptable, 
Aruna came home and told the news to the family. 

"Right when they looked at your face, they must have 
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decided that you would work for them without full pay " 
G op a Ira o passed a heartless comment. 

Finally Janakiramayya and Gopalrao decided that Aru- 
na should join. 

Also, on her own, Aruna decided that she would 
accept the job. It would be better to accept this job and 
eventually look for a better one, Most of all Prakasam 
would be happy. She could get out of this house soon. 

That evening, for the first time, Aruna went to see 
Prakasam at his house. 

Prakasam was alarmed at seeing Aruna there, and 
thought that something must be seriously wrong. 

He was not convinced when Aruna said that nothing 
untoward had happened. She couldn't keep the news 
from him any longer. 

"Really? That college? Thank Godi So, no more obsta- 
cles for us then?" Prakasam pulled her closer to him, 

"Wait. Don't do foolish things just because I came to 
your house, They gave me the job, but they won't give me 
full salary," 

"What do you mean?" 

"They wull pay five hundred Rupees. What do you say? 
Shall 1 take it or not? 1 feel like accepting it." 

Prakasam thought about it. 

"They said they will pay full salary after they get the 
grant," 

"I don't know. Who knows how may years they will 
expect you to do this bonded labour. You can never be sure 
about the college management. I think you might get a 
better job if you're a little patient," 

"Why can't I take this job and then look for a better 
one? I want to accept this, so that we can get married/' 

"You're being stubborn of course. But Pm certain we 
can get by without those five hundred. You don't have to 
look at your money and mine separately," 

"No, Prakasam. You don't understand. I've suffered 
great humiliations having to ask mv father and broth <■ f. 
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five or ten rupees. It was degrading when I was turned 
down. 1 don't want to have to ask anybody for money to 
meet my personal expenses, even you,” 

"Okay, Okay, don't get excited, Take the job. We can 
took for a better one later," 

"Then 1 will go to the college tomorrow and sign 
papers accepting the job/' 

" Arena, why can't we also go to the Registrar's office 
tomorrow?" 

"And then?" 

"Well go and register, Well get the certificate in a 
month. Then we can announce the marriage to everybody 
and throw r a party. ' 

"Do w r e have to wait a month?" 

"1 thing it takes a month to get the certificate. We 
should wait till we get it, otherwise your family might 
create problems." 

"So, will we be married in a month?" Aruna asked 
looking into Praka sam's eyes, 

"It would have happened long ago, but you gave those 
speeches about freedom and independence and kept putting 
it off/' 

Prakasam kissed Aruna's hands. 

Aruna hugged Prakasam and remained silent for a few 
moments. 

"How come you're not saying anything?" 

"I don't feel like talking." 

"Why not?" 

"[ don't knuw." Aruna said, as if she were in a dream. 

Prakasam kissed Aruna's head, Hoth jumped up when 
they heard a knock on the door. 

"Who is it?" Aruna asked quite anxiously, 

"It doesn't matter whoever it is, but 1 think it is the 
washerman/' said Prakasam opening the door. 

"Uncle, my mother asked me to borrow your match 
box." Four year old Sirisha came in, 

Aruna felt relieved. 
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"Sirisha is my neighbour's daughter/' Prakasam intro- 
duced her to Aruna and gave her the match box. Sirisha left, 
"She's very cute," said Aruna, 

"Our baby will be more cute/' 

Aruna felt shy and Prakasam laughed heartily. 

"I have to leave now," said Aruna, 

"Already?" 

"It's already been a long time. Anyway, just another 
month. Shall we live in this house after we get married?" 
Aruna looked around the room. 

"We will, if you like it- Why don't you see the whole 
house first," 

"The whole house. Only two rooms ” 

"How many rooms do you want? 1 think it would be 
fine for both of us to live in one room " 

Aruna went into the kitchen and promptly ran out, 
seeing the mess there. 

"Some day I should come and arrange everything." 
"You're already talking like a housewife/' teased Fra- 
kasam. 

"Somebody has to keep the house clean." 

"Okay, dean the house and clean me also," said Pra- 
kasam, acknowledging the sorry state of his housekeeping, 
"We'll move to another house. It will be nice to have 
another room." 

"Are you crazy? Aren't we going to live in one room? 
Do you want separate rooms for you and me?" 

"Not for us. If anybody comes to visit us." 

"You have a lot of foresight, Aruna. So we'll have to 
Icx^k for a three room house," 

"That's right. I have to leave now.” 

"I'll come to the college at ten tomorrow. We will go to 
the Registrar's office from there." 

Aruna's mind took flight, like a pigeon into the sky. 
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"My dear, U ma. 

Last month flew by so fast that I didn't have time to 
write to you. 

On the fifteenth of August, I too attained independ- 
ence along with the country. It's already a month since 
1 gained independence J Lots of things have happened 
during this past month, 

3 was angry' with you for just sending us a telegram 
instead of coming to our wedding. 

But [ was too happy to remain angry with you for long. 
On the morning of the fifteenth of August, I told 
everyone at home that l was going to the college to 
participate in the festivities, but instead went to Pra- 
kasam's house, 

I wrote a letter to my father and mailed it. The next day 
we went to the Registrar's office and collected the 
marriage certificate. 

A few of Prakasam's friends, and our friends, Hem a, 
Vani and Pushpa came with us. We all went to a 
restaurant to celebrate and from there we went to our 
new house. 

Its very funny. You know, but our marriage went off 
smoothly, without any hitch. After two days, my father 
came. 

You can imagine the turmoil at home during those two 
days, 

l was afraid to face my father. 

Rut everything was resolved very easily, 

L ather was very clever. He told everyone that this 
marriage had been performed in accordance with his 
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ideals. He gave a party for a few relatives and friends 
on the twentieth. That morning Prakasam and l went 
to my parents' house. My aunt, sister-in-law and brother 
were extremely uncomfortable with their anger like a 
lump in their throats. They could neither swallow it, 
nor give vent to it. When I saw the state of my mother, 
[ felt like crying. She was the one who suffered the 
most because of my actions. 

I am sure they all blamed her. 

"She didn't even notice that the daughter w r as plan- 
ning such a disgraceful action./' 

"She cuuidn't control her daughter..." 

"She is responsible for the bad reputation the family 
has to suffer now.,.'' 

And more. 

Mother didn't know what to do other than cry. 

For the rest of her life, she can't escape the tyranny of 
the aunt. 

Well, anyway. My father's hypocrisy reached a new 
height on the twentieth. He praised me and Prakasam 
in front of the assembled guests. 

After they left, the dam burst. He opened up, 
"Whatever happened, happened. But from now on, 
you will have nothing to do with this house. Your aunt 
and brother were against this party. But I had to do it 
for the sake of the family's dignity and honour. You can 
leave now," 

I was very angry and very sad. 

We came home at midnight even while my mother was 
crying her heart out. 

That is the story from this side. Prakasam's was a 
different story. 

He should have told his people earlier. 1 think that 
nobody would have objected if he had done that. But 
Prakasam says, 'You don't know, Because it's all over, 
they are talking like that. Otherwise they might have 
created plenty of problems.' I'm not sure. Do you 
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remember, Prakasam used to say that he has six sisters, 
None of them recognised our marriage. Oh, 1 didn't tel! 
you about the trip to his house in the village. After the 
marriage Prakasam 's mother got his older brother to 
write to us, asking us to visit them. 

We went. 

Praka sam's mother is a very nice person. Very intelli- 
gent, Prakasam's father died when the children were 
very young. She raised the children by herself, had the 
daughters married, managed the farm — she did all 
that by herself. She certainly looked like a very compe- 
tent person. She was nice to us She likes Prakasam 
very much. Maybe because of that, she liked me also. 
His brother's response however was cool throughout. 
His sister-in-law asked me a thousand questions. On 
the one hand, she was curious. At the same time she 
looked down on me. It was quite a strange event in her 
life. 

She invited the neighbours and all the relatives to come 
and see me. In a place near Tenali that is called Andhra 
Paris, people looked at us, as they would view animals 
in a zoo. It was really frightening. 

When we went walking in the street, people rushed 
out of their houses to stare. 

1 was very annoyed, inter-caste marriages still provoke 
such reactions in this country, 

Prakasam 's sisters didn't come. Of course, the eldest 
sister was unhappy that Prakasam didn't marry her 
daughter. Can you guess why the others didn't come? 
It looks tike they had been dreaming about getting gifts 
of silk sarees and grinders. 

Prakasam told me that they always had said, "Marry 
whomever you want. But we expect to get silk sarees 
and grinders as dowry. If we don T t r we won't come to 
the wedding/' 

Strange people. Really, not a single person came. 

We returned after staying there for two days. My 
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mother-in-law promised to come to out house soon. 
Now, what do I write about us. 

1 am very happy. I Ccin't tell you how much I feel lost 
in love. 

Really Uma, I am truly happy! feel like there is nothing 
more 1 want in life. I'm glad I had the courage to do 
this. My heart is filled with love and gratitude for 
Prakasam for getting me out of that house. Some times 
l get scared even at the thought of what would have 
happened if 1 didn't have Prakasam. 

Fortunately, there is very little time hi imagine or think 
of things like that. Prakasam and I have shared and 
enjoyed every experience. 

The other day we read Krishna Sastry's poems togeth- 
er. Sometimes we spend many hours talking about 
nothing in particular. How can I tell you how fantastic 
love is! Why don't you fall in love with someone soon? 
1 dont't know what is happening to me in this love. 
How many colours.,,! 

How much brilliance,,.! 

How many shapes, J 
How many experiences..,! 

How beautiful the world is,,.! 

When 1 look at the sparkle in Prakasam 's eyes gleaming 
with love, my heart feels like a chrysanthemum open- 
ing up to the warm rays of the winter sun, 

If I don't see him for a while, or if he is late from work, 
I feel like a winter weary barren tree. 

When L see him again, new desires sprout and my 
mind feels like a flower garden in the spring 
1 get exhausted when t am caught up in the heat of 
passion, very like being in the heat of the summer sun, 
but my heart overcomes this fatigue in the cool evening 
breeze, and 1 fall asleep amid the scent of jasmines. 
What more can I write Uma? However much I write, 
it is difficult to describe the experience of love. 

Why don't you come here^ 
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Come and see my joy for yourself. 

Come and listen to my gossip . 

Uma, when are the entrance exams at Jawaharlal 
Nehru University? On your way to Delhi, please do 
come to Hyderabad- Come and stay with me for a 
couple of days- Anyway, you have to come up to 
Kazipet. Coming here is only a bit farther- If you tell me 
when you're coming. I'll book a ticket for you. Write 
soon. I'm writing this letter during the leisure hour, but 
now it's time for my class. I'll drop this in the mail box 
on my way. 

Yours, 

Aruna." 

Uma sat in the Tamil Nadu Express and opened Ami- 
na's letter leisurely- The letter had arrived just as she was 
leaving the house. From the size of the envelope, it looked 
long, so she decided to read it later on the train and stuffed 
it into her bag. The Guntur train was packed with people. 
She changed trains in Vijayawada, got on the Tamil Nadu 
Express, and opened the letter after finding her seat. 

Uma is very anxious about her exams, but the thought 
that Aruna is living very happily relieves some of that 
tension. She is planning to go to Hyderabad after the 
exams. She looks at her bag. The books appear to be 
looking back at her. She is startled. She has never been so 
worried about exams before. These books will continue to 
frighten her until she passes the exams and begins her 
research. 

If she can't get a seat in research, all her plans and 
hopes for a research career will be dashed. She is deter- 
mined to make sure that her dreams will be realized. She 
had great difficulty in convincing her parents of the 
reasons for going all the way to Delhi for research. If she 
doesn't get through these exams, she will have to settle for 
doing research in Guntur or Hyderabad and she doesn't 
like that prospect- She wants to go to a place that offers 
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greater opportunities. 

After this, if possible, she would like to go to the United 
States. 

She hoped to do good research and publish her work. 

After a while, Uma came out of her thoughts and 
opened a book. 

It was almost six in the morning. Being a winter day, it was 

still slightly dark. Yet, Uma managed to locate Aruna's 
house. 

"Uma, is that you! How come you didn't write to me 
that you were coming! I thought you would never come!" 
Aruna was surprised and delighted at seeing Uma, 

"Well, 1 am here now. But why do you look like this? 
Aren't you feeling well?" 

I m okay. Where did you come from?" 

From Guntur. J got a seat in Delhi. 1 have to go there 
in two days. Once I start, I may not come this side for a 
while. So I thought I'd see you before going there." Uma 
sat down in a chair, exhausted from the journey. 

"That's great. Okay, why don't you go and wash you 
face. I'll make some tea." 

"I will Is Prakasam still sleeping?" 

"Yes," 

"Good. We can talk till he gets up. Let me quickly wash 
up." She walked towards the bathroom . 

Aruna cleared the dirty dishes away, put them in the 
sink and made some tea. 

"It s wonderful that you got the seat. I feel like a heavy 
burden is lifted from my chest. You worked so hard and 
you must have been really tense," Aruna handed a cup of 
tea to Uma. 

"Was it that burden that made you so thin? Aren't you 
feeling well? What's the problem?" 

"What else.., the usual one/' Aruna said with a dull smile, 

"What do you mean? You look so weak. It's just three 
months since you got married, how come you look so 


exhausted. What is Prakasam doing about this?" 

A run a laughed again feebly 

"What's that laugh? What happened to you?" 

"Same thing that happens to every married woman. 
Don't worry about me." 

"What does that mean?" 

"It means I'm pregnant Pm in my second month " 

"Really?" Uma asked in shock, 

/ 

Aruna nodded. 

"Why did you want children so soon, 1 thought you 
didn't want to do this." 

Aruna remained silent 

Prakasam woke up. Walking into the hall, he was 
surprised to see Uma. "So you finally' came Aruna was 
dreaming about you every day. 1 can't tell you how jealous 
I feel that she thinks about you constantly." 

"Come to Delhi. Pm sure she will think about you too/' 
"Delhi? That's too fan I can't stay away from Aruna 
even for half an hour." 

Everybody laughed. 

"Aruna is weak/' said Uma looking at Prakasarrt, 
"Yes. She doesn't eat much. She vomits a lot. I am 
scared. The doctor says that it will be better in another 
month. She has become very thin in the past 15 days/' 
Prakasam picked up the newspaper and went into his 

room. 

Aruna and Uma went into the kitchen 
"Won't Prakasam come into the kitchen?" asked Uma. 
"He does, but I ask him not to. He makes a mess with 
one thing or another/' laughed Aruna. 

"Ut him make a mess, he'll slowly learn. Don't spoil 

him/' admonished Uma. 

"Prakasam will help mo! Tell me about Delhi/' 

"What do I know about Delhi? Let me go and settle 
down first." 

"You went there once, didn't you?" 

"Yes, 1 did, but 1 stayed in somebody's house for four 
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days and wrote my exams. I didn't do any sightseeing, 1 11 
write to you as soon as 1 settle down. You both can come 
there and we'll see the city. Till you come, 1 won't go to see 
anything /' 

"How will it be possible now to travel so far?" 

"What is that tired talk, you sound like a grandmoth- 
er!" Uma was annoyed. 

"Why don't you sleep for a while? 1 know you didn't 
sleep the whole night. I'll wake you up around ten/ 

"Will you go to the college? " 

"Would I go to college w T hen you're here?" 

"Okay, you do your work. You've become a perfect 
housewife. Imagine what it would be like after you have 
children/' Uma said going into the guest room and won- 
dering about it herself. 

Aruna finished all her work and served lunch for 
Prakasam. 

"You're not going to the college today, right? Give me 
your leave letter. I'll drop it off on my way," 

Aruna wrote a leave letter. 

'Aruna, don't look so sad. This is a time for you to be 
happy. Why don't you and Uma sit and talk about old 
times. Go out and have fun. Well, I should be leaving for 
office now.'' 

Prakasam left- 

Aruna made tea and woke up Uma. 

Uma said that she didn't really sleep. She was just 
lying down. 

"Okay, tell me some gossip/' 

"What should l say. I told you the main news, " 

"How come you were so foolish? Didn't you have any 
plan?" 

"I don't know, it all happened before I could even 
think of a plan. It was all new in the first days. I was also 
afraid. I used to feel very shy to talk about these things 
with Prakasam. It all happened before 1 could get over all 
these inhibitions." 
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"OK, But why don't you have an abortion?" 

Aruna buried her head in Uma's lap and sobbed, 

"What's this now? If you don't like the idea, gel an 
abortion. Are you afraid of having one?" 

"Ntvbut Prakasam doesn't like it" 

"Why not?" 

"I don't know — He was very happy when I told him 
about the pregnancy. I was worried and he was surprised. 
When i told him that I was too shy to tell him about 
planning, he brushed it aside, saying that it wouldn't have 
worked anyway and that he would have never followed 
it. When I mentioned the possibility of an abortion, he w T as 
very angry and shouted at me. 'Are you really a woman?' 
He apologised later, but his words really hurt me a lot. I 
thought of abortion not because 1 don't like children, but 
because I wanted to wait for a while. He agreed that it's 
not a sin, but he thought that having an abortion is terrible. 
We didn't talk to each other for a couple of days after that. 
Finally 1 gave in/' 

"Whatever happened, happened. Don't worry so much 
about it. It may be good in a way.," 

Aruna stopped Uma from saying what she was going 
to say. 

"I will raise children, of course. What hurt me most 
was that Prakasam didn't understand my desire to delay 
it for a while and he didn't even try to understand why 1 
was thinking about it. He talked as if t bad been planning 
to do something wrong and he had prevented me from 
doing it. He was very indifferent and grim with me till he 
was convinced that I'd stopped thinking about an abor- 
tion, These days he's behaving very affectionately again. 
I'm very hurt by all this. He loves me when he feels like it 
but becomes very preoccupied when he doesn't. If he were 
different and tried to understand my point of view..." 
Aruna's eyes filled with tears. 

"You crazy girl, you're really going overb(>ard with 
your thinking. Everybody's nature is different But tell me. 
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if Prakasam did something you didn't like, wouldn't you 
be upset? Wouldn't you argue with him? Wouldn't you 
show all your displeasure till he agreed with you?" 

"You think it's like that?" 

"What else? Because he wants to have children, he was 
upset when you talked about an abortion. He showed his 
displeasure as anger. Now that you've compromised, you 
shouldn't continue to brood over these things. Didn't you 
talk everything out with him?" 

"I did. Now he agrees that his behaviour at that time 
was wrong. But I suspect he's saying it just because 1 
agreed not to go for an abortion. Back then, he was 
behaving as if he would never love me again if I had the 
abortion. It was that fear that made me compromise. I'm 
not able to forget it" 

"Come on, Aruna. You can't be so sensitive. You 
should toughen up a little bit. You have to make compro- 
mises under some circumstances. What do you think 
marriage is?" 

"Love made me sensitive. Marriage is asking me to 
become harsh. What will I do? For the first time, I'm 
wondering what marriage really means." Aruna laughed 
weakly. 

"Don't ruin your brain with so much thinking. Let's go 
to the university. It has been so tong since I saw my 
department. 1 should tell everybody about my research." 
Uma got up. 

"Why don't you just go. I don't feel like it. I'll get bored 
there." 

"Come on, Aruna. We won't stay there very long. We'll 
finish our work in the department in thirty minutes and 
then go and sit under our tree. Come on, wipe that tired 
look off your face. Are you going to give me some lunch or 
not?" 

After lunch, both went to the university, roamed around 
the whole day and came home by evening, Aruna had lost 
some of her mental fatigue in Uma 's company and looked 
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cheerful. After Prakasam came, they went out, saw an 
English movie, had dinner at a hotel, came home and 
gossiped till they fell asleep. 

The next evening, Lima left. 

Aruna made a decision to cheerfully carry her preg- 
nancy to term and welcome the baby into her life, 

Prakasam felt relieved at seeing the change in Aruna, 

Aruna found it very difficult to leave her three month old 
baby with her mother-in-law and return to lecturing at the 
college. 

For the previous three months, the baby had been the 
only thing in the world for Aruna, She enjoyed watching 
the changes in the baby as she grew, recognising each new 
thing. The three months had rushed by so quickly. 

Now all of a sudden, it was difficult to stay away from 
the baby for a whole day. 

She left the house in the morning only after giving 
Kamatamma umpteen number of instructions. 

Kamalamma laughed and said, "I raised eight children 
by myself.,,." 

Aruna couldn't help crying when she left home, T 
should get used to tnis slowly. I feel so awful, the baby 
must be feeling even worse looking for me/ These thoughts 
made Aruna miserable. 

Even though her mother-in-law was with her, she used 
to take care of her baby herself All the time guarding 
against any discomfort to her, 

But once she arrived at the college, she got caught up 
in a different world.... the classes, students, lectures, col- 
leagues,,. time went by so fast, 

Aruna sat down for lunch reading the newspaper, but 
her thoughts were with the baby, 

What if the baby is crying continuously? 

What if she is locking for her? 

What if she is not drinking her milk? 

Aruna felt like going home immediately. 
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5hc did not even hear Kesavarao, the zoology lecturer, 
calling her name out twice, trying to get her attention, 

Vi malakumari joked that Aruna was in the world of 
her daughter and was unlikely to hear anything they 
might say. Everyone laughed and Aruna was startled. 

Kesavarao asked, "There is something I have to talk to 
you about. Can we go to the library?" 

Aruna didn't understand what was going on, but 
walked to the library with Kesavarao. 

"Aruna garu% a lot of things have happened in the 
college during the three months you were on leave. Some- 
body might have told you already." Kesavarao paused for 
a moment, 

"No Nobody has said anything. What happened?" 

"Our colleagues decided that I should be the one to tell 
you. We formed an association in the college." 

"An association?" 

"Yes. Remember what they told us when we were 
hired? They said that they would pay us full salaries when 
they got the government grant. We agreed and have been 
working for five hundred Rupees a month. Well, since 
June, the college has been getting the full grant. They 
didn't even tell us! But such things are hard to hide. When 
we discovered it, ten of us went to talk to the Committee. 
They said, We got the grant, but we can't pay full salaries. 
The development of the college requires a lot of expendi- 
ture/ They refused to listen to our protests that it is wrong 
for the college to prosper at the expense of its teachers. We 
then called a meeting of the lecturers. Except for five or six 
people, everybody else agreed to do anything necessary to 
get our lull salaries. Those five or six who did not join us 
are closely related to the management, and they are 
unlikely to cooperate with us. The rest of us formed an 
association and have given all our demands in writing to 
the committee. We are thinking of calling a strike if the 
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college won t pay us full salaries by January. I hope you'll 
also join our association." Kesavarao looked at Aruna for 
her approval. 

"I ll certainly join." 

Then, please sign here/' Kesavarao pulled some pa- 
pers out of his bag. 

'The association fee is ten Rupees. We all decided that 
that was a fair sum for each person to contribute towards 
association expenses." 

Aruna gave him ten Rupees. 

"That's all. That's what I wanted to tell you. We are 
thinking of meeting for an hour every Friday after college 
to talk about our common problems. I'll send you a 
notice." Kesavarao left. 

Everybody surrounded her when she reached the de- 
partment. 

"Did you join the association?" 

"Yes." 

We knew you would. We were sure you would join," 
everybody said in unison with bright smiles. 

That evening, Aruna bathed the baby and while putting 
her to bed, she told Frakasam everything about the asso- 
ciation. 

"Why create problems. Why can't you just keep quiet 
till you get a good job and then leave. If the thirty of you 
go on strike, they will just throw you out and bring in 
thirty new people. What will you do then?" 

"Wouldn't this be a good job if they paid full salary? 
Anyway, what's wrong with asking for what we are 
legally entitled to? Does anyone get any benefits these days 
without going on strike?" Aruna asked very seriously * 

Okay, madam. Get full salaries. It's profitable for me 
if you get a full salary, so why should I argue/' 

'Why is it profitable for you?" 

"Why not? Isn't your money mine?" 

"You wish! 1 won't give you a paisa out of the pay 
increase." 
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"Okay, keep it. Even if you keep it, it's for my daughter 
only!" 

"Why? Can't 1 spend my own money on anything 
other than you and your daughter?" 

"Okay, you spend it the way you want." Prakasam 
took the baby into his lap. 

'i'll earn the money for my litle darling." He kissed the 
baby's cheek gently. 

"Why does she need money?" 

"What do you mean 'why?' For her education. And 
her marriage has to be celebrated in a grand fashion." 
Prakasam spoke as if the future was passing before his 
eyes. 

"Are you going to arrange her marriage?" 

"Okay, both of us are going to." 

"Don't include me in that. I won't do it. Shp would do 
it herself. Why should we interfere? Did our families 
arrange our marriage?" 

"In our case, it was a different situation. Because our 
people didn't agree to it, we had to do it in a simpler way. 
Why should she go through that misfortune? I want to 
celebrate her marriage in a grand manner with whomever 
she chooses. Why must she marry in the same simple way 
we did?" 

"Do you know what you're saying?" Aruna said angrily. 

"Why? What did 1 say? Did I say something wrong?" 

"I'm proud of the way we got married. 1 think marriag- 
es should be like that, without the great ceremony and 
huge gathering of relatives. It seems like you would have 
preferred a grand ceremony if it hadn't been for the 
circumstances. I'm very happy that my parents didn't 
agree to our marriage. You seem to be resenting it." Aruna 
was very agitated. 

"You always come up with twisted logic, Aruna. L was 
just imagining what it might have been like if it had been 
an enjoyable Occasion. Why are you getting so angry?" 

"Today you're feeling sorry that it wasn't an enjoyable 
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occasion* Tomorrow you'll complain that you didn't get 
dowry. I he day alter, you'll be saying that you didn't get 
a scooter. Where would it all end? Why do you have this 
attitude?" 

Seeing Aruna's mood, Prakasam retreated, 

"What do you mean — 1 didn't get dowry? How can 
there be a better dowry than a pretty and intelligent girl 
like you?" Prakasam put the baby in the cradle and came 
to Aruna and pulled her closer to him. 

"Does that mean you wouldn't have loved me if it 
hadn't been for the beauty and intelligence?" 

"This intelligence and this beauty — if they were miss- 
ing, then you wouldn't be Aruna. You'd be somebody else. 
Why would 1 love somebody else?" 

Aruna was lost in thought. 

"What are you thinking now? I don't want you to get 
angry again, but you think too much about unnecessary 
things, I know. Right now you have two or three questions 
pricking your mind like thorns, right?" 

"Let me guess, Does Prakasam want dowry?" 

"Is Prakasam sad that the marriage wasn't conducted 
in a grand fashion?" 

"Would Prakasam have loved me if I weren't pretty?" 

"Tonight, you are going to let these thorns prick you all 
night Right?" 

"You know me so well." Aruna laughed in spite of the 
fact that she was lost in her thoughts* 

"Of course, would I marry you otherwise?" 

"Put I wonder if you know as much about yourself." 
She wasn't sure it she should say it, but said it anyway, 

"You think so* Don't 1 know how madly I'm in love 
with you?" He kissed Aruna's eyes. 

"Anyway, why don't you give up your crazy thoughts 
for now, Let's go* Give me some food. I'm hungry. Where 
is mother?” 

"She went to the temple* SheTl be here any time now* 
Poor lady, she's getting bored here. She has to be with the 
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baby the whole day Your mother is really a much nicer 
person than you are " 

"All the goodness in me comes from my mother," 
quipped Prakasam very proudly. 


3 


Before leaving for the college cm Friday, Aruna tokl 
Kamalamma, "Today I'll come home late, but 1 forgot to 
tell Prakasam. He wanted us to go to a movie. Please tel! 
him that T LI be late today, but we can go to the movie 
tomorrow, " 

She went to the cradle kissed the baby and was about 
to leave when Kamalamma asked, "We have run out of 
the medicine that I was giving the baby in the afternoon. 
Is it alright if I don't give it to her today?" The baby had 
been having a fever for the last two days, Before going to 
the college, Aruna usually told her mother-in-law 
about the timings and dosages of the medicines to be 
given to the baby. But the previous night, she had been 
fine and had played. She also had slept well during the 
night 

"Oh, no. Is that medicine finished? I'll go and get some 
more. That medicine has to be given. If she gets a fever 
again, give her a spoon of the medicine in the green bottle 
But I think she won't be getting a fever today." Aruna 
walked to the cradle again and looked at the baby. 

Kamalamma nodded. "I think so too. Her face looks 
clear. But fetch the medicine anyway before you leave." 

Aruna went to the medical shop, brought the medicine 
back home, then left for the college in a hurry. 

In the evening, after classes, all the lecturers assembled 
in a room. 

The main item on the agenda was to discuss the 
demands to foe placed before the College Committee* The 
discussion went on endlessly. 

One man said that not a single demand made sense.... 
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Another said that only one of the demands made any 
sense.. 

The discussion went on for a while and the two put the 
demands aside and started arguing about personal differ- 
ences. 

Kesavarao intervened to quiet them down and ex- 
pressed his opinion on the demands* 

Everybody started talking all at once and then, realis- 
ing that nobody could hear under those drucu instances, 
they started talking with the people sitting next to them. 

Aruna was vexed. The other women were just waiting 
to be told that the meeting was adjourned so that they 
could leave. 

The discussion was no longer about demands. It had 
deteriorated into personal attacks and gossip. 

Aruna turned to Suguna who was sitting next to her 
and said, "Shouldn't we think about the demands and 
express our opinions? Why don't you say what you think? 
At least we might be able to stop this chaos lor a while." 

"No thanks. They'll take care of it themselves. Why 
should we worry? We signed the minutes av way. That's 
enough. Actually, we can leave now, can't we?" she said, 
looking at the other women. 

The others nodded their heads in agreement. 

The men kept on arguing. Nobody seemed to know 
what was being talked about. Finally, a steering committee 
of six people was formed to come up with final recommen- 
dations on the demands. 

The man who said that only one of the demands made 
sense and the man who said that none of the demands 
made sense were among the six on the steering committee. 
Artina wondered whether the two would ever come to an 
agreement on anything. 

IE was announced that they would have another meet- 
ing tinly after the steering committee made its recommen- 
dations. 

Everyone felt relieved. The people dispersed. By Mi- 
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ti iint T Aruna caught a bus. it was seven thirty. She felt very 
tired. 

Six- would like to get home and have a cup of hot tea, 
take a bath and play with the baby for ait hour before 
starting to cook. So she'll start making the meal around 
nine. Dinner will be around ten. Her mother-in-law must 
have soaked the clothes to be washed- She won't have time 
to do them. She would wash them the next morning, 

1 1 is so difficult to catch up with all the work when she 
reaches home two hours late. The very thought makes 
her feel bred. A hot cup of tea would probably help in 
getting things started. She reached home with these 
thoughts on her mind and was surprised to see that the 
house was locked. 

Did they take the baby to the temple? Had she got 
fever? 

The neighbours said they didn't know; neither did the 
people in the opposite house 

Amna's hands and legs felt numb, 

Frakasam doesn't usually go to the temple Something 
must have happened to the baby. 

She gathered all her strength and decided to go to the 
hospital. Just as she was rushing out of the front gate, an 
auto pulled up and Prakasam stepped out of it with the 
baby in his arms, Kama lemma following him. 

"What happened to the baby?" Aruna was worried 
and wanted to take the baby into her arms. 

"Nothing happened. Thanks to your care, she's doing 
fine/' iTakasarn said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. He 
went into the house ignoring her. 

"At la y ya * r w ha t h a p pe ned 7 " 

“1 don't know. She was all right at noon. Around three 
o r clock, her body seemed a hit warm, so 1 gave her the 
medicine, but the fever increased. By five-thirty, she began 
having fits. We were very scared and took her to the 
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hospital. The doctor gave her some injections and in about 
half an hour she recovered. Just to be sure, we thought it 
would be better to wait there for a little longer. She looked 
all right. So we bought the medicines and brought her 
home." 

Aruna went to the cradle and stood there looking at 
the baby. 

She wondered how much the little one had suffered, 

1 ler eyes filled with tears. 

Kamalamma laughed looking at her, 

"You both are exactly alike when it comes to worrying, 
It's not unusual for children to get fever, A little bit ol 
indigestion can cause a lot of discomfort. You grew up 
with all these pains and problems. There's no reason to be 
so worried. You should have seen how anxious he was in 
the hospital. ' 

Aruna slowly walked into the bedroom. Prakasam was 
lying across the bed 

She sat next to him and asked, "Were you very wor- 
ried?" 

Frakasam didn't speak. 

" Are you very tired? Did you at least get a cup of tea?" 

"He had his snack and tea after coming from the office. 
The doctor also ordered some tea for us. Looks like she's 
the sister of a friend of yours. You're the one who didn't eat 
anything. Come and eat something and have some tea." 
Kama I aroma called Aruna. 

Aruna went and made three cups of tea. She gave one 
to Kama l amnia and came into the bedroom with the other 
two. 

"Why don't you get up and have some tea. Hie baby 
is okay. " 

"What do you care whether she's okay or not?" 

Frakisam sal up on the bed. 

"What do you mean?" Aruna was astonished at the 
question. 

"Do you have to ask? You went about your own 
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business not even knowing that the baby wasn't feeling 
well. Mothei’ didn't know how to get around the city. 
Fortunately 1 came home in time. What would have 
happened if I had also come late?" Frakasam was very 
angry. 

"We should always make sure that one of us is home. 
I forgot to tell you today. From now on. I'll tell you 
beforehand whenever I know I'm going to be late. You can 
come home early. When you have things to do, 1 won't go 
anywhere, i'll be sure to stay at home." 

Frakasam looked at Aruna with impatience written all 
over his face. "You don't seem to care about what hap- 
pened. What if she had had fits at three thirty?" 

A rim a froze at the very thought. 

"Don't go to the college when the baby isn't well. 1 just 
ran t understand how you could go to tire college today, 
and even then, why you didn't come home earlier. She had 
a fever yesterday evening. Couldn't you stay with her for 
one day?" 

"She was okay in the morning. I thought slit? was 
getting better." 

"Why didn't you think that she might have a relapse?" 

Aruna was becoming very upset with his attitude, 

"How come you didn't think about it? Why did you go 
to the office? Why didn't you remind me about it?'' 

"I didn't think you could be so stupid. I will remind 
you from now on/' 

"Why remind me? Who knows what I'll do tn my 
stupidity? Fake the day off when the baby isn't well and 
take care of her." 

That appears to be my fate now, Aruna, let me tell 
you, Ml be very angry if you neglect the baby." 

‘What do vou mean? Did I willfully neglect her? 
You're being so intolerant just because you had to take care 
of her for one single day. What really happened? I wasn't 
here at the right time, but you were, and you took her to 
the hospital. Do you know how many times 1 took her to 
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the hospital by myself. Do you know how many nights I 
stayed awake taking care of her while you were sleeping 
peacefully? How can you suddenly decide that l am stupid 
and careless just because 1 wasn't here on time once? What 
is this inquest just because I was not there one day? You 
want me to feel guilty and admit to some wrong..." 

Aruna could not speak, her sorrow choking her. 

"Stop arguing. The baby is sleeping soundly. There's 
nothing to worry about. Aruna, he's been very upset ever 
since the baby's fits started. Don't take him seriously. 
Come and take a bath/' Her mother-in-law called out to 
Aruna, 

Prakasam got up and went into the bathroom. The 
baby turned on her side and started crying. Aruna ran to 
the cradle. 

The baby was crying because she had w'et her clothes. 
Aruna changed her clothes, cleaned the baby, applied 
pow'der on her and took her in her arms. She couldn't hold 
hack her tears as she looked at the baby, 

Could I neglect this baby? She's a part of my blood. 
She's a part of my life. I breathed life into her, 1 brought 
her into this world. How could I neglect her? How could 
Frakasam talk like that? 

The baby started crying again. Aruna gave her some 
milk. 

"Amma, serve the food/' Prakasam shouted to his 
mother, 

Aruna looked up. Prakasam's face hadn't changed. He 
still looked angry. He was combing his hair vigorously. 

Prakasam believed that Aruna had neglected her duty 
as a mother. 

He was questioning why she didn't think of the baby 
and why she went to the meeting. 

But he forgets that he had wanted them to go to a 
movie that evening, What if the baby had had fits at eight 
o' cltx’k while they were at the movie? Frakasam doesn't 
even believe that it is his responsibility to put the same 
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question to himself. He has no doubt that when it comes to 
the baby, it is entirely Aruna 's responsibility, I hat's why he 
believes that it's her fault that she wasn't home today on 
time and lie's angry because she doesn't admit it 

"Come, have 1 served for both of you. Go and eat, 
Aruna, I will keep an eye on the baby/' Karnalamma came 
to the cradle. 

"1 am not hungry, Attayya. You both eat. I want to be 
with the baby.” 

"How can you not be hungry You've eaten nothing 
since morning. Come on, go and eat." 

"No, Attayya, [ can t," 

Prakasam went and sat down for dinner, 

Karnalamma chided him generously as she served 
dinner, "Did the devil got hold of you? Why did you make 
her cry for no reason? After all, what's really happened? 
Isn't the baby doing just fine?” 

After Prakasam had eaten, she came to Aruna, "Come 
Aruna, I'm hungry. But I won't eat unless you join me/' 
Aruna could not say 'no' to her, 

While eating, Karnalamma asked, "What happened 
today? Why were you so late coming home?" 

"We had a meeting, Attayya, You know' that they're 
not giving us full salaries now. AM of us, the lecturers, had 
a meeting to discuss how to ask the Committee, and what 
to do if they refuse to consider our request If I had thought 
that anything like this might happen to the baby, l wouldn't 

have gone to the meeting." 

Aruna's voice betrayed her resentment at having to 
give this explanation. She was saddened at her own 
inability to resist giving an explanation, She fell silent. 

"Aruna, you shouldn't feel so bad. Nothing went 
wrong. Of course, it will be good if you get your full salary. 
You were right to go to the meeting. He didn't know about 
the meeting and he got scared when the baby was in pain. 
That's why he behaved so carelessly. Just ignore him. 
Haven't you been taking care of the baby all this time. 


What has he done?" 

Kamalamma's endearing words brought tears to Aru- 
na's eyes. She quickly finished her food r put the baby into 
bed and lay down next to her, 

A month later when Kesavarao told her that the Steering 
Committee was ready to make its recommendations and 
that a meeting had been called, Aruna could not quickly 
decide whether or not to go. 

She remembered the events of a month ago. It had 
taken Prakasam a couple of days to behave normally 
again. After that he never talked about it again, acting as 
if it had never happened. That Sunday they had even gone 
to Birla Temple. He suggested that Karnalamma could go 
into the temple with the baby, and they both could sit 
outside and talk. He made her laugh with silly jokes. 
Aruna decided not to brood about those events again, fully 
believing that Prakasam had simply been upset because 
the baby had been so ill. 

Even though everything seemed all right now, Aruna 
was apprehensive and fearful at the thought of going to 
another meeting. She had to think carefully about it. 

She finally decided to attend the meeting. 

The baby was doing fine. All the household work was 
taken care of. She made snacks for a whole week and put 
them in boxes. Karnalamma wouldn't have to worry about 
making snacks and looking after the baby at the same time 
during the day. It Looked like there was no reason not to 
attend the meeting. 

But Aruna felt that she had wasted her time. Of the 
eight women on the college staff, she was the only one 
at the meeting. The rest left before it began, making 
excuses about having other plans or having to be home 
early. 

the meeting went on as usual. Of the two-and-a-half 
hours it took, less than thirty minutes went into discussing 
the issue at hand, and the rest of the time was spent in 
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jokes, personal arguments and gossip. 

If A run a had not been anxious to go home, she would 
have probably enjoyed it; But she was worried about the 
baby. The Child's what if Kama lamina left her on the cot 
and got busy doing something or the other? What it she fell 
off the cot? What if Kamalamma didn't mix Fare* well and 
the lumps got stuck in throat? What if she was crying non- 
stop with stomach ache? She should have told Kama la m- 
ma that when the baby cried like that, she should check 
the baby's clothes for ants and, if that wasn't the reason, 
she should give her some Baralgan drops. 

All those worries gave her a pounding headache. She 
was very tense. As soon as the meeting was over, she ran 
to the bus stop. Kesavarao followed her 

"You seem to be in a great hurry/' he said with a smile. 
"It's very late. I'm worried about my baby/' 

"Who takes care of her when you're at the college?” 
"My mother-in-law. If it weren't for her, things would 
have been even more difficult for me/ 

"So, there is somebody looking after her. You don't 
have to worry so much then " 

"It must be difficult for her to take care of the baby the 
whole day. 1 should go and relieve her/' 

"You are much better. Look at all the other women on 
our staff. None of them came/' 

"When we think of all the work at home, it's difficult 
to stay here at the college for a meeting, Anyway look at 
the meeting today. We spent, maybe, thirty minutes dis- 
cussing our demands, while the rest of the time was 
wasted in unnecessary talk. How can we justify leaving the 
work at home when time allotted to the meeting is wasted 
like that?" asked Aruna. 

"It's just one day out of the week. You say it's u neces- 
sary talk, but don't you think it gives us a chance to 
observe the character and tastes of our colleagues. It 
becomes a bit easier for us to do our jobs if we're able to 
joke about our problems in the classroom.. Don't you have 
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any interest in observing human nature?” 

' "That is using a big word/' Aruna said, hxiking in the 

distance for signs of her bus. 

"That is not a big word. Well if all you do is give 
lectures ami go home, how will you know anything about 
the world and other peoplt around you. For me, not 
knowing much about these things would make life seem 
empty, 1 hope you don't mind my putting it like that. It's 
just that I thought you'd understand, because I've noticed 
the kind of books you read,,/' 

"Oh, my bus is here." Aruna's face brightened, 

"From your enthusiasm to go home, I imagine you like 
your house very much. I'd like to come and see it one day. 

"Yes, sure. See you." Aruna got into the bus in a hurry. 

It w T a§ about six forty five. She would get home by 
seven, Aruna was very hungry. 'On the days of these 
meetings, I should have a snack in the canteen before the 
meeting. Kesavarao talks very nicely 1 never thought of it 
that way, but he says that life is a waste if we don't know 
about tile world and about people. That's a very nice 
thought! Why did he notice the books 1 was reading? From 
what he said, he likes to learn about people. Maybe he was 
trying to leant about me also. It's a clever idea to judge 
people on the basis of the books they read. After all, isn't 
it books that brought me and Lima so dose! I should tell 
Prakasa m about Kesavarao. I wonder what Prakasam is 
doing now. He's probably playing with the baby and 
waiting for me/ Aruna came out of her thoughts as the bus 
arrived at her stop. 

There was a nice breeze that everting. She felt exhila- 
rated, 

Prakasa m was standing at the door with the baby in 
his hands. Maybe he is worried about me, she thought. 

"Why arc you so late?" he asked. 

"There was an association meeting today." 

"You could have told mother about it in the morning." 

"I didn't know about it. When they told me there, I 
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hesitated, but decided to stay. Were you very worried?" 

I be baby wanted to jump into tier mother "s arms. 

Wait. Let me go, wash and come back. I am very 
dirty/" She put her bag on the table and went into the 
bathroom, 

"Why don't you take a bath. It's already late anyway," 
said Kamalamma. Arum felt like it too. After the bath, she 
came to the baby and Kamalamma brought her a plate of 
snacks. 

"Please don't give me any tea, Attayya I had some at 
six in the college," said Aruna. Kamalamma came and sat 
there. 

"My mother is spoiling you," said Prakasam, 

"Why do you say that?" asked Kamalamma. 

"She is supposed to come from college and serve you. 
Cut you are the one serving her now." 

'What do you mean 'serving"? When you work the 
whole day it's nice to have someone offer you a cup of 
coffee when you get home. Remember the days when your 
brother was in school? All of you used to wait for me till 
1 came back from my work on the farm. Then 1 had to do 
all the housework before finally taking a bath and making 
a cup of coffee for myself. Some days it was eight o' clock 
by the time I had that coffee. I used to wish that there was 
someone home who would offer me that coffee when I got 
back/' Kamalamma remembered the old davs- 

" Attayya, I give him coffee when he comes home, but 
he doesn't call that serving. When you give me tea, that 
becomes serving for him." 

Turning to Prakasam, she asked, "How many times 
have 3 made your tea?" 

"You've made il for me, and I've made it for you. I 
didn't think of that as some kind of serving, ' 

J hen he added, We re different, She's your mother-in- 
law. And she's making tea for you. I'm saying that you are 
extremely lucky to have a mother-in-law like that/' 

' That is true. It's my good fortune to have her/" 
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"What about me. Aren't you lucky to get me?" 

"I should think about that/' Aruna said seriously 

"Okay you got me there. Anyhow, what is the news 
about your meeting? When are you getting full salary?" 

"It's too much to expect at after just two meetings. We 
gave the college one month's notice to accept our de- 
mands. If they don't, we will go on a mass casual leave." 

"What does that mean?" asked Kamalamma. 

"That means all the lecturers will stay away from work 
for one day," 

"What will they lose if you do that?" 

"They can't run the college without teachers. The 
newspapers will report it. And everybody will come to 
know about it." 

"Suppose they don't agree even then?" 

"Well cross that bridge when we come to it." 

"So all these meetings are just to talk about one day's 
casual leave?" asked Prakasam. 

"You think it's easy to convince everybody to go on 
leave for a day? It was only after a great deal of argument 
that everyone agreed to it. Our meetings are a bit funny. 
People even talk about the problems they're having in their 
classrooms. The other day students put nettle powder on 
the math lecturer Jogatao's table. He suffered serious 
itching on his hands/' Aruna couldn't help laughing. 

'That's a nasty prank. 1 didn't think students did such 
things." said Kamalamma, 

"You don't know, Attayya, these days students aren't 
behaving like students. They're more like row' dies." 

"Did you try any pranks in college?" Praka&am asked. 

"Maybe 1 did, but not such ill-mannered things " 

"Don't tell me there are good and bad pranks. Every- 
body thinks that their pranks are good " 

"Your work must be difficult," Kamalamma said after 
some thought. 

"Of course it is. It is not like your son's job where he 
can work for an hour and sit relaxing for the rest of the 
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day. When J am in class, it is a tough test of my skills. It's 
strenuous/' 

'Difficult job indeed! you barely work half the year." 
Prakasam was trying his best to enhance the image of his 
own job. 

"Okay, this gossip isn't going to fill our stomachs. Give 
me the baby and go and do something about the cooking." 
Kamalamma took the baby 

Aruna walked into the kitchen. 

Aruna's regular attendance at the Friday meetings 
became a cause for annoyance not only for Prakasam, but 
a Is o for her female colleagues. 

"Is it true that you're going to the meeting every 
Friday?" asked Varalakshmi. 

"Yes. How come you're not coming at all?" 

"It's just not possible for me. If Pm not home by five o' 
clock, the children and my husband get very angry and 
upset. Anyhow, what can there be to talk about every 
Friday?" 

"You should go and see what they talk about. Why 
would anybody tell you what they discuss?" laughed 
Suguna. 

Aruna didn't understand what was so funny. 

"1 get awfully bored in meetings. If you want, I can go 
on a day's leave. I can wear a black badge. If you want me 
to give a hundred Rupees instead of ten to the association, 

I can do it. But 1 just can't bear the thought of going to the 
meeting." Vimalakumari spoke as if she were revealing a 
divine truth about herself. 

"But what could there be to discuss for so long any- 
way? Just gossip I bet. If 1 don't have anything better to do, 

1 can sit and gossip, too." 

"1 know" 

Aruna couldn't understand what they were trying to 
say. they were not only defending their absence from the 
meetings, but also making it sound as if she had been 
committing a sin by going to them. There was so much 
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sarcasm in their voices! She was bewildered by their 
attitude. 

That Friday, Aruna thought at length about vchether to 
go to the meeting or not. If the women had such a poor 
opinion about her, she wondered what the men might be 
thinking. 

If a meeting has been organised and everyone has been 
invited, her colleagues should not respect those who don't 
attend and look (.town on those who do. That wouldn't 
make any sense. In fact, she should be the one they respect, 
because she is thinking about the association as much as 
they arc. Anyhow, why should she care whether thy 
respect her or not? As a member, it's her privilege and duty 
to go to the meetings. It shouldn't matter what the whole 
world thinks of it. 

But what if these women talk like that again tomor 
row? It's so difficult to listen to such talk. But why should 
she worry about their opinions so much? Why should she 
make an effort to make a good impression on them? 

She suddenly remembered what Anjaneyulu was tell- 
ing her about another woman, "Prabhavathi is really a 
great lady. She's very highly educated, but she's equally 
humble. When she leaves home, she doesn't lift her head 
until she arrives at the department. Even then, she does it 
only if she has to. She doesn't worry about anybody else. 
Her work is her world. Even when she talks, it's with great 
caution." 

I tearing about this woman irritated Aruna, Does one 
become educated by merely reading books all the while 
remaining ignorant of one's surroundings? How can any- 
body appreciate a selfish person who doesn't interact with 
anybody else? If this lady is so cautious in speaking, how 
well could she teach her class? If she's so particular about 
keeping her head bent, why doesn't she just stay home and 
always keep her head lowered? Aruna felt extremely 
irritated* 

So these men must like highly educated women who 
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are very obedient and subservient. 

What a disgusting attitude! She found it difficult to 
tolerate. 

Should she skip the meeting? 

The other women who never go to the meetings would 
also get full salaries if the effort was successful. 

They go home by five. Why should she stay back till 
seven- thirty and be tense and preoccupied with fears of 
the baby falling ill or I Takas am being angry. 

What would happen if she didn't go? Out why shouldn't 
she? She wants to go. Not just for the salary. it r s nice to sit 
and talk with your colleagues about things. Besides, even 
if it is only for a short while, it's good to talk seriously about 
issues of interest- As Kesavarao had observed, she also tikes 
to get to know people. Though she is tired and tense by 
evening on the days meetings are held, she does feel 
mentally exhilarated. When she likes something, why 
should she stop? If someone doesn't like doing something, 
they don't have to. That's it. There is nothing here that 
defines some people as good and others as bad. With those 
thoughts, she went to the meeting. 

In spite of many such meetings, the Committee ignored 
their demands for the whole year. 

But Frakasam continued to get angry every time 
she went to a meeting. It became common for him to 
make fun of the meetings and for Aruna to be irritated 
with him. 

But the next year, the lecturers were determined to 
bring the matter to resolution, As soon as the college 
opened, they started pressing their demand vigorously. 
The strike started within a month. 

I hey pitched a tent in front of the college and gathered 
in it. 

The students who came to talk to the lecturers all 
agreed that the demands were fair. They staged a sympa- 
thetic strike and boycotted classes. 

Newspaper reporters came and took photographs. 
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I he lecturers decided to go on a relay hunger strike the 
next day. 

The next day's newspaper carried the news of the 
strike as well as a photograph. The photograph showed 
Aruna holding a placard and screaming the demands. 
Because Aruna was the only woman in the tent, it looked 
like the journalists had paid special attention to her 

Prakasam angrily called Aruna while looking at the 
newspaper. Aruna came running. 

JJ What is this?" He pushed the newspaper at her. 

J Oh, our photo is in it?" she took the newspaper in 
excitement. 

" I don't like your attitude/' 

"What did I do now?" 

Aruna didn't understand what his problem was. 

"There are other women in your college. Why is your 
photo here and not those of the others?" 

■'None of them came to the tent. They were at home." 

"Why did you go alone then? You could have stayed at 
home ttx>- This photo has probably appeared in many 
newspapers. You're screaming like you're possessed. Eve- 
rybody must be laughing at you by now," 

Aruna r s face turned pale. 

"I don't see why you can't understand me. Today 
everybody will ask me about your photo in the paper. At 
least if there were other women in the photo, it would 
have been different. Disgusting — " 

Aruna stood there staring at Prakasam, 

' Why are you staring at me? At least from now on, 
think before you do something like this. You waste time 
thinking about silly things, but when it comes to important 
things, you don't seem to know anything," 

"What's the trouble this time? What happened, Aru- 
na?" Hearing the commotion, Kamalamitia came in. 

"Her photo is in the paper." P rakasam dropped the 
paper there and went into his room. 

Kamalamma looked at the paper 
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"It looks good. So whet's ho screaming about 7" She 
asked, looking at Aruna, 

By this time, Aruna was trembling with anger. Pra- 
kasam changed his clothes and went out. Aruna felt 
heavy-hearted and helpless. Why did he think of it as 
shameful if her photo was in the newspaper? 

He doesn't like her going to the tent, 

He doesn't like her going to meetings. 

Why did he change like this? 

Is this really the wav he is? On has he changed? 

She had never thought of it this way but maybe he 
didn't like her having a social life of her own. 

Should she stop doing the things that are important to 
her just because Prakasam doesn't like them? 

She had liked sitting in the tent yesterday. It was a 
great experience to shout slogans, to explain their de- 
mands to the students, to talk to the journalists,,,. 

When she likes something, and when she knows in her 
heart that there’s nothing w T rong with it, why should she 
stop? 

She got up suddenly and went about her work. By the 
time? she had bathed the baby and finished cooking, it was 
ten o' clock, 

'Tie doesn't seem to like it, Can't you leave it?” asked 
Kama la mm a 

"No Attayya, I can't. It is very important l have to go. 
The hunger strike starts tomorrow. We have to talk about 

it." 

She left without waiting fora response from Kamalam- 

ma. 

By the time she returned, it was two o' clock. 

Prakasam didn't speak the whole day, 

Aruna, for her part, made no effort to talk to him 
either. 

I he next day Aruna woke up early and got busy with 
household work, She washed the clothes that she usually 
washed in the evening. She made the curries and was 
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giving a bath to the baby when Kamatamma came in to 
wash rice. 

"I won't eat, Attayya. Today 1 am on a hunger strike. 
I'll eat only at night." 

Kamalamma didn't know what to say. She went in, 
removed some rice and came back to wash the remaining 
part. 

Aruna brought the baby inside and was choosing her 
clothes when Kamalamma said, "I will make some upma, 
eat a little and go. How can you live on an empty stomach 
the whole day." 

"It's okay, Attayya, It's only for one day. If I have a bite 
to eat here and then go, it wouldn't be a hunger strike." 

"Amma ( she is the incarnation of truth/' said Pra- 
kasam. "Why do you worry? There is no harm in going on 
a hunger strike. She will go and sit around there for a 
while, then come home, eat at night and sleep it off. You 
are here to do everything for her. She can afford to go on 
a hunger strike or do anything else she wants." 

Aruna didn't say anything. She put some toys in front 
of the baby and went into the kitchen. 

She finished her work, swept and mopped the place, 
and went to take a bath. 

She had to be in the tent by ten. it was already nine- 
thirty. 

She finished the bath in a hurry. 

While Aruna was sitting in the tent, she didn't realise 
how tired she was. But the moment she stood up, she fell 
light headed. Not having the energy or patience to wait for 
a bus, she went home in an auto, 

Kamalamma brought her a cup of tea as soon as she 
came home. She drank it, then fell asleep right away 

When she woke up, her whole body ached. She was 
surprised at the results of fasting for just a few hours. 
When she came into the hall, the baby rushed over to her 
demanding to be picked up. 

"She's been trying to come to you the whole time 
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you vc been asleep, and 1 had a difficult time holding her 
back. This is a naughty kid. She's not easy to stop." 

"You could have let her come/' She picked up the baby. 

'Oh no. You Looked so exhausted, I didn't feel like 
waking you up. Why don't you come and eat no\v. The 
baby has already eaten." 

"I want to eat again/' said the baby. 

Aruna's heart filled with enormous gratitude towards 
Ka malamma. 

She ate and fed the baby again. 

Then she put the baby next to her in bed, and fell asleep 
while telling her stories. 

Prakasam came home late and declined when 
Kamatamma offered to serve him dinner. 

Kamalamma, who stayed awake till he came* home 
was annoyed. "She didn't eat in the morning, and now 
you. I don't like this/' 

For the next four or five days Aruna and Prakasam did 
not speak to each other. 

Prakasam would come home, play w ith the baby for a 
while, and go out. He usually returned home late at night, 
ate, then fell asleep immediately. 

Kama I a mm a was pained seeing this development be- 
tween the two of them. 

Prakasam would get irritated whenever she tried to 
talk to him about it. Aruna listened to whatever she had to 
say without saying a word in return. 

One day Aruna came home with a bright smile on her 
face. 

"Attayya, we won. 1 will get full salary from now' on!" 
She picked up the baby and kissed her. 

1 hank goodness. All your hard work paid off. Will the 
college open now?" 

Acs, the college will run normally from tomorrow', 
Prakasam was angry with all this, but if we hadn't taken 
a strong stand and fought hard for it, the Committee 
would never have agreed to this." 
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"When he hears the news. I'm sure hell be happy. He 
yells when he's agitated, but feels bad afterwards /' 

Aruna was very happy. The fruits of hard fought 
battles are indeed sweet. 

She wanted to tell all this to Prakasam. She wanted to 
try to explain to him what she thought about the whole 
experience of the last few days. Aruna waited for Pra- 
kasam eagerly. 

Even as he walked in through the door, Prakasam 
asked, "1 heard your strike was successful. Is that true?" 

Since he asked the question, Aruna did not hesitate 
anvmore, and told him alt the details. 

"You were angry that I was active in the strike, but 
don't you see now how wonderful the success is?" 

Aruna wanted an opportunity to talk about her feelings, 

"If you hadn't done what you did, wouldn't all this 
have happened anyway?" 

"Not th.it it wouldn't have happened. But don't you 
see, participation in the whole process gives me a great 
feeling of joy, pride and satisfaction," 

'T don't know. I didn't like your attracting everyone's 
attention, and all the people asking me about your photo 
in the papers." 

"Why do you talk as if 1 wanted to have my picture in 
the papers? Why can't you think of it as a simple matter?" 

"Why do we have to talk about it now? Think of it as 
the end of a bad episode. Let's go out to a movie," 

"Now? What about the housework?" 

"Mother will take care of it. Come on, get ready." 

"It isn't right for us to leave al l Hie work for her and go 
to a movie," 

"She'll be fine. She'll be delighted that we've ended our 
quarrel. If you doubt it, let me ask her/' Prakasam called 
out to his mother, 

Kamalarnma came in, 

"Mother, Aruna and I want to go to a movie. Is it okay 
with you?" 
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Knmalamma laughed, "Why do you ask me? Would 
you stay back if f said 'no'?" 

If it's inconvenient tor you, we won't go." 

"It's no inconvenience for me. Von should go. The baby 
and I will go to the temple." 

'If the baby sees us going, she won't keep quiet. Let us 
take her with us/' said Aruna. 

Sht. w ouldn l let us watch the movie, r said Prakasam. 

Don't take her with you. She'll be restless and she'll 
keep you from enjoying the movie. HI take her to the 
neighbour's house, then you can go. She'll ask for you for 
a while, but after that she'll be all right/' Kamalamma took 
the baby and went out. 

Aruna got ready quickly, Prakasam went out to get an 
auto. 

"If it's for movies or some thing that you like, it's fine 
to leave all the work to her. But if site does it for me some 
times, you make a big issue out of it," Aruna could not help 
deriding him, 

"Tor our happiness, 1 will do anything," 

"Shouldn't we do something for the happiness of 
others a]so?" 

"I can't, I wouldn't know how. You're doing enough 
for both of us," 

But you get angry when I do it/' 

"[ won't be anymore" Prakasam put his hand on 
Aruna s shoulder and looked into her eyes with affection. 

Aruna wrote a long letter to Lima about the college, the 
strike, her participation in it and Prakasam' s reaction. She 
waited eagerly for Lima's response. 

Her purpose in writing the letter was to convey to Uma 
that she had not tost her independence when she got 
married, 

Hma was happy to write back. 

Dear Aruna, 

I was very happy reading your tetter. 
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I was very pleased that you wrote to me so openly 
about the events in your life, and about your thoughts. 
That is what friendships are supposed to be all about. 
I've been very busy with research and a couple of other 
things, and didn't have time to write to you about my 
life. One of these days. I'll sit down and w r rite you a 
long letter that will drive you crazy] Watch out for it. 
I'm very happy and pleased that even after two years 
of marriage, you have remained the same old Aruna 
that 1 knew, 1 am very delighted that my opinions 
about marriage were wrong. 

1 used to think that everything else takes a back seat to 
the family after marriage. 

My thinking was based on my observation of many 
married people. Let me give you an example of a 
beautiful family who live in the apartment right next to 
me, 

Ma lathi has a Ph. D. in Botany. I ter husband is a 
doctor. 

Do you know what she does every day? She cleans and 
mops the floor till every inch of it shines. 

When I ask her why she doesn't find a job, she says, 
'What about the house?' 

You should see the floors of her drawing room and 
kitchen. They simply sparkle. 

All the almirahs in the kitchen are light blue, And all 
the boxes in them are also light blue. 

All her energies go into cleaning floors and boxes. She 
refuses to listen to me when 1 ask her to think about 
getting a job or at least teach some poor kids who 
wouldn't have an education otherwise. 

She feels sorry for me when she looks at my room. It's 
full of books and papers, with dirty clothes littered 
everywhere. 

She thinks that my life is ruined, and that I'm living 
alone without any sense of joy or happiness. 

Given that the world is full of people like this, it gives 
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me great joy to know that you're doing things you like 
and that you're keeping your individuality even when 
Prakasam finds it difficult to accept. I'm particularly 
delighted at your spirit. 

I'm certainly surprised that Prakasam was troubled by 
such small things That bothers me a little bit. And your 
letter prompted me to think about so many new things. 
We'll talk about them when we meet. 

My research is almost in its final stages. It probably 
won't take more than six months to finish. After that, 
there's a chance that I might get a job in the depart- 
ment right here. 

I'm not thinking about a job so much right now. I'll go 
back home for a while after 1 finish the thesis work. 
Needless to say I'll come to see you then. 

Your baby can probably say 'aunty' by now, but did 
you tell her anything about Uma aunty? 

Yours, 

Uma. 


4 


During the summer holidays that year Karnalamma want- 
ed to go home for a while. 

Aruna also thought it would be good for her to spend 
some time in the village, hi the city her world was restrict- 
ed to the house and the temple. In the village, she'd have 
other things to do and many people to talk to. It was quite 
remarkable that she had patiently stayed with them for so 
long. She deserved some rest, at least during the holidays. 
So Aruna didn't object at all when she expressed the desire 
to make a short trip home. 

Because Karnalamma was not around, the baby now 
filled Aruna P s life. She always followed Aruna, Whatever 
work the mother did, she pretended to be doing the same 
thing. 

When Aruna swept the house with a broom, the baby 
did the same with a small broom. 

When Aruna washed vessels, the baby cleaned her toy 
pots and pans. 

When Aruna cooked, she came with a small plate 
demanding things to taste. 

As soon as Aruna finished her work around the house, 
the baby was ready with picture story books to be read to 
her. Aruna was very happy that the baby liked books. 
Every day, she spent the afternoon showing her pictures, 
reading stones and singing for her. 

Aruna realised that w T hen the college reopens, she and 
the baby would not have the joy of spending so much time 
together. She felt that most children would love to lie down 
with their mothers and talk and talk till they fell asleep. 
But they might not get such chances. For children of 
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working mothers, such joys would be very rare. 

One afternoon, Aruna was teaching the baby a song. 

"Say 'chitti chilakamma * 1 '" 

"Chitti chimalakka." 

"No, not chimalakka, say 'diilakamma.'" 

"Chimalakka/' said the baby very clearly 

"No, not like that. First say chilaka/" 

"Chilaka" 

That's right. Now say 'chilakamma.'" 

"Chimalakka/' said the baby very dearly 

"Well, okay, chitti chimalakka." 

"Chitti chilakamma." When the baby said that, Aruna 
couldn't stop laughing. "So, you know how to say it, but 
pretend that you don't." She hugged and kissed the baby. 

"Now say, 'amnia kottindaa?' 2 " 

"Amnia kottindi/ 

"No, not 'kottindi', say, 'knttindaa?'" 

"Amma kottindi." 

"You stubborn girl okay, now say, 'thota kellavaa? r " 

"Thota kellanu. 5 " 

No matter how many times she tried, the baby would 
not learn the words in the question form. She always 
repeated the words in the answer mode. 

Aruna pretended to be angry She dosed her eyes and 
lay down quietly The baby started singing "jo...rama lali 
megha syama Jail 6 '' in her attempt to put her mother to 
sleep. Then they both fell asleep. 

Aruna woke up when she heard knocks on the front 
door. 

She opened the door it was Kesavarao. 


little parrot 

did mother hit you? 

mother hit me, 

did you go to the garden? 

I went to the garden. 

s lullaby in. Telugu. 
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Quite surprised, Aruna asked him to come in. 

"I thought of visiting you several times, but I didn't get 
around to it Today, I was in the area, and thought of 
dropping in." 

"It's okay, I'm glad you came now. Can I get you some 
water?" 

"Yes, please." 

Aruna brought him a glass of water. 

"What are you doing during the ho) days? Did they call 
you for evaluation work?" 

"They called, but I didn't accept. My mother-in-law 
went home to her village. It's difficult for me to leave the 
baby alone and go out." 

"Where is your baby?" Kesavarao looked around for her. 

"She's sleeping, but she'll probably get up soon." Acu- 
na went in to check on the baby and came back. 

"What are you doing during the holidays?" He asked 
again. 

"Not much really. There's enough work at home. If I 
gel a good book, I read. That's about it." 

"What have you read recently?" 

"I read Ibsen's play The Doll's House, I'm not used to 
reading books in Hnglish, but 1 heard that this one was 
very good, so l read it patiently. It really was quite good." 

"I haven't read it," said Kesavarao a bit awkwardly. 

"I have it. I can lend it to you if you want " 

"Yes, please " Kesavarao replied with some hesitation. 

Aruna noticed his hesitation and asked, "Do you like 
reading?" 

"A little bit," he said, taking the bwk from her. 

"Nora's character in this play is excellent. The last few 
scenes are done superbly. Nora says in the end..., well, we 
can talk about it after you read it," Aruna stopped. 

As if waiting for Aruna to stop, Kesavarao began, "J 
came to ask you for a favour." He stopped there, with 
some hesitation again. 

"What is it about?" 
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'A few friends of mine want to start a magazine;'* 

"What type of magazine?'' 1 

"Not a literary magazine. We want to write about the 
injustices suffered by people in our society. For example, 
small children should not be working in factories. But they 
are working in a lot of factories in the city. We can study 
this problem carefully and bring out all the facts in one 
issue. We could dedicate each month's issue to the detailed 
analysis of one problem. Not only news analysis, if we cart 
find poems or stories, relating to the problem we can 
publish them all in that particular issue. We hope to make 
people aware of the injustices prevalent in our society/' 

"Sounds good/' Aruna said though she wasn't sure 
what the benefit of such a venture really would be, 
"What's the name of the magazine?" 

“Velugu*." 

"A very nice name." 

"We need your support for the magazine." Kesavarao 
said with great hesitation. 

"Me? What could I do?" Aruna was surprised. 

"To print two thousand copies of Vdugu, it will cost 
about two thousand Rupees every month. We will have to 
sell the magazine at a low price- That means we have to 
bear the entire cost essentially by ourselves. So we thought 
that if we could find twenty people who would each give 
a hundred Rupees every month for one year, we could 
establish a reputation and sustain the magazine. I came to 
see if we could count on you to be one of the twenty 
people/' It seemed like a great burden had been lifted from 
his chest, 

Aruna thought about it A hundred Rupees was a lot 
of money. But a magazine could survive if she could 
manage to spare a hundred Rupees for twelve months. She 
could afford to give that much. Hadn't she managed when 
she was getting only five hundred? It might be a bit 
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difficult, but if it meant so much for the magazine, it would 
be good to help. After all, she and Prakasam spent so much 
money on unnecessary things. Why hesitate when such a 
good cause could be supported? 

"You can think about it for a while. I'll come again 
another time and you can tell me what you've decided. 
Also, if sparing a hundred Rupees is difficult for you, you 
could give whatever you can afford," 

"1 will do it. There's nothing to think about. It looks like 
a worthy project and 1 would like to support it even if it 
causes some inconvenience for a year." 

Aruna went in, brought a hundred Rupee note and 
gave it to him. Kesavarao gave her a receipt, "The first 
issue will come out by July first. I will come over and give 
you a copy/' he said. 

"You can come and see me even without the maga- 
- ft 
zine. 

"No,. 1 meant, of course. Why must 1 have a reason to 
come?" Kesavarao was very uncomfortable saying that. 

Aruna laughed at his predicament. 

"That book,., make sure you don't give it to anybody, 
If you lose it, you'll have to buy a copy to replace it/' 

"Yes, i ll return it as soon as I finish reading it." 
Kesavarao stood up, getting ready to leave. 

"Wait for a few minutes. Have a cup of tea and then 
go/' Aruna weni into the kitchen. 

The baby woke up and came into the hall looking for 
her mother. She lookd curiously at the stranger sitting 
there. 

Kesavarao asked her lo come to him, but she turned 
around and ran into the kitchen. Aruna gave her a glass of 
milk and came inio the hall with two cups of tea. The baby 
came and sat in a chair next to her mother. 

"What do you call your baby?" Kesavarao asked. 

"Why don't you ask her?" Arena encouraged him to 

talk to the babv, 

■> 

"Baby, what is your name?" 
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"I hey didn't give me a name/' said the baby, 

"Ah-" Kesavarao was surprised. Aruna laughed. 

' It's true. We haven't named her yet Her father and I 
couldn't agree on a name. 1 want to call her Chukkn* * or 
Miivui}*, but Prakasam wants to call her Divya, Saiiiidfliyflr 
or Eistvan/a. He thinks that mv choices sound crazy. ! think 
that his names sound like those of some heavenly creel- 
tures P not of mere mortals. Prakasam thinks the world of 
his daughter. He really believes that she came from the 
heavens to be with us." 

Kesavarao was amused by what Aruna said. Prepar- 
ing to leave, he said, "T also like your choices for the name. 
She really looks like a pretty star," 

In the evening Aruna gave a bath to the baby finished 
all the work and waited for Prakasam. 

"Amina, Abaddalu* is here," The baby was pointing 
to the neighbour's daughter who just came to their 
house. 

"Why do you call her Abaddalu? Her name is Sirisha," 
corrected Aruna. 

"No, aunty. Baby calls me Abaddalu. Didn't you 
know?" said Sirisha taking the baby into her arms. 

"But why? Is she already giving nicknames to people?" 
Aruna asked in disbelief. 

"One day I told her that you had come from the college 
before you actually did. She ran around the house looking 
for you. Her grandmother told her that I was just telling 
lies and that you hadn't come yet. From then on she has 
been calling me 'Abaddalu/" Sirisha kissed the baby 

Aruna was surprised at the baby's intelligence, Sirisha 
ttxik the baby to her house. 

As soon as Prakasam came, she gave him a cup of tea 
and told him about the visit by Kesavarao, about the 


* Star 
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magazine and her donation to it. First Prakasam was 
surprised, then he became angry. 

"Are you mad? A donation of hundred Rupees a 
month? Is this a house or a Dharma Satram*? How much 
did you think a hundred Rupees a month means?" 

"A hundred Rupees a month means a hundred Rupees 
a month. What do you mean 'how much?'" Aruna was 
unhappy with this turn in the conversation, 

"I am asking, how much it is per year?" 

"Twelve hundred," 

"For that money, you can get two yards of real estate 
in a prime location in the city. Did you know that?" 

"You want to buy two yards of land?" Aruna looked at 
Prakasam in amazement. 

"If two yards were all we needed, then you could give 
as many donations as you liked. It takes at least two 
hundred yards." Prakasam said as if he were feeling sorry 
for her ignorance. 

"So, are you saying that this twelve hundred should be 
saved? What would have happened il my salary had been 
only five hundred?" 

A 

"It is beyond nit 1 , the way you argue. What would we 
do if you didn't have a job at all? What would we do if my 
salary was five hundred, not two thousand a month? 
Should we think about our lives the way they are now or 
the way they were some time ago?" 

"So what are you saying? I want to spend a hundred 
Rupees out of my salary on whatever 1 like. Are you saying 
that I can't?" Aruna asked as if she were demanding a 
definite answer one way or the other. 

Seeing how seriously Aruna had asked the question, 
Prakasam held back a little, 

"Whenever you talk, it is about 'my money, mv expens- 
es'. Do 1 talk like that?" 

"No. You don't. True. But Pve never tried to control 


* a place wht/rv destitutes live without having to pay rant. 
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your money or your expenses. Have 1?" 

Amn^ looked at him as if to let him know that this was 
the main question. 

True. You've never asked me about money matters. 
hut it hasn't been necessary. This is why. I don't waste 
money. 1 don't smoke, I don't drink. I don't gamble, [f I did 
any of these things, you would have need to control me. 
Why do you need to control me now?" Prakasam asked 
with a lot of self confidence, 

' Are you comparing the donation to wasting money 
on drinking and gambling? Do you know what the dona- 
tion is for? Did you hear at all what I was telling you?" 
Prakasam recognised the anger in Aruna's voice, resented 
it, but didn't want to say anything in response, 

"Why don't you answer? Do you remember what I 
said? What did I give the donation for?" 

Big deal! This magazine which is supposed to save 
society from all evils, who knows whether it will even 
come out. What will you do if they collect the money like 
this and then just go and spend it for themselves?" 

Trakasam, don't say foolish things just to make me 
angry. He is my colleague. A very good man. Don't make 
him a cheat for the sake of our hundred Rupees/' Aruna 
tried hard to suppress her anger. 

"Anyway, I don't like giving a hundred Rupees a month 
as a donation. It you want, give them ten or fifteen Rupees" 
Prakasam said as if he were closing the discussion, 

"So, if you don't like it, that's it? What about me? What 
if 3 like it? Shall I tell them, 'my husband doesn't like it so 
I can t give you the money?' Why should I do that? I'm not 
giving your money. Ever since we've been married, you've 
been managing my salary. Have I ever asked you any 
questions? You don't xvaste money That's true. But did I 
ever ask you how much we spend, how much is left, and 
what you're doing with It? You bought a TV on install- 
ment. You know I didn't like it. But, did i tell you not to buy 
it? Did I ask you to stop paying for it? Did I ask you to 
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return the TV? Chee. You are making it look as if it were 
a crime if I spend hundred Rupees out of my own salary 
on something 1 like Do we need to argue about it? Am I a 
little girl? Don't I know how to decide what's worthwhile 
and what is not?" 

Aruna was too upset to say anything more. 

"You're not just a little girl, you're a crazy girl also. All 
you know is how to get excited and angry very fast. If you 
knew better, how could you compare buying a TV for 
ourselves with donating money to somebody else," 

"I know everything- You may not see the benefit of this 
donation in terms of Rupees. But, the satisfaction of doing 
good, how could you get that from any amount of money 
saved?" 

"You are too clever. I can't argue with you. Do what 
you want with your money. I understand now why your 
family put you under such control.." Prakasam was about 
to get up from his chair and leave, 

What? What did you say?” Aruna asked, trembling 
with anger. 

"What did I say? Why are you screaming?" Prakasam 
showed his annoyance. 

"What did you just say? Do you understand why they 
controlled me? Tell me! Tell me why?" 

They were afraid of my excessive intelligence. But you 
seemed to like it They controlled nte and lost me. What do 
you want to accomplish by controlling me?" 

"What can I accomplish? I am just an incompetent 
follow. Do what you want. 1 don't care. And you don't 
have to care about what 1 think," 

I le quickly changed his clothes and walked out of the room. 

On his way out, he saw Sirisha bringing the baby. He 
took the baby and went out, 

Prakasam H s words — '1 understand now why your fam- 
ily put you under such control' —stung Aruna very badly. 

I he control that she found unbearable from child- 
hood... 
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The control that she despised.... 

The control that she had hoped to break with Pra- 
kasam's help... 

That she thought she had broken away from... 

He says she needs this control! 

He thinks that she needed it not just in childhood, but 
all her life! 

She could not move, smile, talk or do anything without 
the approval of her brother, father, and aunt. 

They suppressed her desires and interests. 

They tried to snuff out her thoughts. 

She thought they tortured her, 

Prakasam is saying that's not the case. 

He thinks that they protected her from doing foolish 
things. He thinks that they prevented her from bringing 
shame or disaster on them with her superintendent ot 
stupid actions. Maybe that is what they thought. If Pra- 
kasam believes that it shouldn't come as a surprise if they 
thought so too. 

Her brother and father never had had the opportuni- 
ties to think well of her. 

She could excuse them. 

What about Prakasam? 

Didn't Prakasam recognise her desire for independ- 
ence? 

Didn't he love her yearning for freedom? 

Apparently not. 

He said long ago tha t he loved her for her beauty and 
her intelligence. 

She had been foolish. Though she knew right from the 
beginning that she cherished her freedom, she didn't make 
it clear to Prakasam. She should have. She shouldn't have 
assumed that he understood it. 

Prakasam loved her only for her beauty, 
though he used to say that she was excessively 
intelligent, he clearly thinks now that she is foolish. 

He just loved her body. 
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Just the flesh! 

How terrible! 

Aruna cried aloud. 

How disgusting! 

How shameful! 

There was nothing about her that he liked besides her 
body. 

All her yearning for freedom and the struggles she had 
gone through for it since childhood didn't mean anything 
to him. 

"I can't stand this." She kept repeating it like a de- 
ranged person and cried aloud. 

Aruna didn't remember how long she had been sitting 
there like that. When Prakasam came home with the baby 
sleeping on his shoulder, she wanted to get up and take her 
but she could not. 

Prakasam placed the baby on the bed, went and closed 
the front door and came back. She was still sitting there. 

Looking at Aruna scared him. She was looking far 
away and her eyes seemed blank and lifeless, 

' Aruna, get up, and gel some sleep/' he gave her a 
hand and pulled her up. As if she had awakened from a 
deep slumber, Aruna suddenly pulled her hand away and 
went to bed, Prakasam followed her and sat next to her on 
the bed, 

' Did you eat?" 

Aruna shook her head to indicate she had not, 

"Get up and eat then." 

She shook her head again, indicating that she didn't 
want to, 

"Angry with me?" 

Aruna remained silent. 

”1 thought about all this while 1 was out, I guess T 
behaved rashly. The problem is that you provoke me. 
Anyway, l wonder why we argued so much for a lousy 
hundred Rupees. You probably told me about it when I 
was in a bad mood. We have been married for so long and 
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you still don't know how to watch my rruHids before 
saying things. Don't you know how much 1 love vou? If 
you tell me in a sweet manner that you want to do 
something, will 1 say no?' Vou should just learn how to ask 
me. Instead of doing that, you just start arguments, Okay 
at least I will try not to get into these arguments with you." 

I rakasam kissed her below the neck. "If vole keep 
gh ing me these kisses, 1 don t care whether you spend 
hundreds or thousands/' 

"Prakasam, I'm too tired even to cry. Please go to sleep. 
Don't say things that make me cry/' 

This is the problem with you Aruna. How long do you 
want to remain angry for such a little thing? I told you it 
was my fauit. What else do you want?" 

Did you say it was your fault? When?" 

"Just now. What have I been saying?" 

'Is that how you accept your fault. Okay, fine, it's not 
vour fault. Go to sleep. 1 have a headache." 

I rakasam didn t understand the reason for the sar- 
casm in Aruna's voice. He went to his bed and lay down. 

"The baby hasn't eaten yet, right?" asked Aruna. 

"She did. We both ate." 

"Where?" 

'"At my friend Niranjanrao's house." 

Aruna didn't want to say anything more. She closed 
her eyes and tried to sleep. 

The headache was pounding. It didn't look like she 
could fall asleep soon, 

Her mind kept going back to Prakasam's words, even 
though her commonsense told het it was of no use Looks 
like she has to watch his moods when she talks to him. She 
has to please him before asking for anything. She has to 
kiss him. Then he will grant her wish! What had she 

become? The repulsive thought sent a shiver down her 
spine. 

Why was Prakasam talking Like this? 

Had Prakasam always been like this? 
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She had never realised that Prakasam thought this 
way. 

Should she conduct herself just in ways acceptable to 
him? 

Didn't Uma say that before the marriage? She said that 
Prakasam might turn out to be the equal of when it came 
to her father, brother and aunt in controlling her. 

I tow true were her words! 

Why didn't she think of it? 

She believed that Prakasam loved her. 

Doesn't he love her? 

He does. 

He certainly loves her. 

She tried to hold on to that thought as if she had to 
convince herself. 

Maybe she was excessive in the way she analysed 
things. Maybe she should not have argued so much. Is 
there anything wrong with telling him things in a nice 

way? 

What if she stops doing things he doesn't like? 

As if listening to these thoughts, the Aruna within her 
protested. But she successfully surpassed the revolt 

Vcs, from now on, whatever she wants to do, she'll first 
talk io Prakasam and get his consent. He gets angry 
because she doesn't toll him first and says a lot of things. 
So she gets worked up, too. And things go from bad to 
worse. She should make an effort to stop these arguments. 

She tried hard to concentrate on these thoughts. She 
tried hard not to allow the voice inside her to express any 
resentment. She tried to sleep. 

Prakasam turned in his bed. She was afraid that he 
might be awake and start talking again. She remained 
quiet and closed her eyes tight. 

fn the early hours of the morning Aruna woke up to 
knocks on the front door. Her eyes were burning and her 
throat was dry. She tried to get out of bed, but fell light 
beaded. She sat down on the edge of the bed for a few 
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moments. There were knocks on the door again. She 
gathered all her energy, walked slowly to the door and 
opened it. It was Kamalamma, 

"Attayya, why didn't you write to us? We could have 
come to the bus stop." 

"Suddenly [ felt like seeing the baby. The auto boy 
brought me here without any problem." Kama lamina put 
her suitcase and baskets inside. 

"Why are you looking like that? Looks like your eyes 
are burning." 

"I had a small headache last night. Couldn't sleep 
well." Aruna went into the kitchen to avoid further con- 
versation about it. 

When Prakasam woke up, he was surprised to see his 
mother. Happy, too. He hoped that his mother's arrival 
would help Aruna return to normal soon. 

"How are brother and his children? Did any of my 
sisters come to see you?" inquired Prakasam. 

" Everybody is doing fine. Suguna and her children 
came and stayed for four days." 

You should have brought annayya* * and vadina* also 
with you." 

T can't simply bring them along as if they were little 
kids. They'll come if they want. They know where you live, 
don't they?" Kamalamma said disparagingly. 

The baby woke up, saw her grandmother, and came 
running to her, calling her, "Kamalamma," 

"Look at this insolent brat. She's not calling her 'grand- 
mother' anymore. Now' she is 'Kamalamma.'" Aruna 
picked up the baby and kissed her, then went into the 
kitchen and brought a cup of tea for Prakasam. 

"Attayya, after you left, this girl has become very 
naughty She doesn't listen to me any more." Aruna 
started talking to Kamalamma about the baby Prakasam 


* brother 

* sister- in law 
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picked up the newspaper and pretended to read while 
listening to their conversation and wondering how to talk 
to Aruna again. He wanted to reestablish a normal rela- 
tionship with her and then talk her out of the hundred 
Rupees donation. 

Aruna was making Upma while Kamalamma was 
arranging the boxes she had brought from the village in 
the almirah. 

"What did l.ilakka say, Attayya?" Aruna asked, just to 
engage her in conversation. 

"She can say anything she wants. People who think 
they are in control, say anything they like," said Kama I am- 
ma. Aruna was surprised. 

She had never heard Kamalamma speak so reproach- 
fully about anyone, Aruna understood that Kamalamma 
had come back so soon from the village because something 
troublesome had happened there. The harshness of her 
comment undoubtedly w r as related to the problem, 

"What happened, Attayya?" 

"There's not much to say. Lila didn't like my staying 
there and interfering in their affairs. She said that straight 
to my face. 1 didn't feel much like staying there after that. 
So, 1 packed my bag and came here. I'll stay with you as 
long as you let me. After that HI find a rexim somewhere 
and live somehow, I have to live my life till it lasts." 

Whatever had happened in the village clearly had hurt 
her deeply and hardened her soul. Her eyes were dry and 
her voice very harsh, 

Aruna felt deeply sorry for Kamalamma. 

Don't say that, Attayya, You don't need our approval 
to Live here. Isn't this your house too?" 

"I've lost my place in the house that my husband and 
l built brick by brick, How can this rented place be mine?" 

"You're talking like that because something has made 
you angry, Put how can anybody say that you don't have 
.1 place in your own house. They're living in it only by 
virtue of your generosity. They can't say that you don't 
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have a place there." 

"You dodnt know, Aruna, but 1 have no legal rights to 
that house The house and property were in my husband s 
name. In the property settlement after his death, my elder 
son go! them, I have no rights to them at all. I spent my 
whole life taking care of that house, and keeping it in good 
condition. When I was asked to leave, 1 had to leave it with 
a heavy heart. Bui even if I had the authority, I could not 
possibly live there and ask them to leave. People would say 
that a heartless old woman had cast her son's family out 
on the street. I couldn't live with that" 

Aruna felt terrible. "It's all right, Attayya. You don't 
have to think about them. You'll stay here. I thought that 
you might want to relax in the village for a while. Otherwise 
I wouldn't have agreed to your going there at all. The house 
has been cheerless since you left. The baby has been asking 
where you are and when you are coming back," Aruna 
made an effort to console her and make her feel better. 

"As long as your children are small, you may not mind 
me. But once they are grown up, you won't need me 
anymore. Then you would probably prefer if I weren't 
around," 

Aruna could sense how deeply Karnalamma was hurt. 
Lila must have behaved very crudely with her. 

"Attayya, how could you believe that you are here 
only because of the baby? Don't you like me? l^on't you 
like Prakasam? Don't we love you? Please, don't think of 
yourself as a stranger. You're not here to help us with 
work. You're here because you're one of us," 

Karnalamma remained silent. 

Aruna J s heart filled with kindness and love for 
Karnalamma, For the first time, she understood how piti- 
able old age could be. 

Her other son and daughter-in-law had asked such a 
nice and accomodating person to leave. What would have 
happened to her if she hadn't been welcome here? 

The sons are financially well off. They might give her 
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money to take care of her needs. But how degrading it 
would be to have to look for that help knowing that it was 
given grudgingly. 

On top of that, she might have had to live alone. How 
difficult old age could bef 

She would make sure that Karnalamma would not 
have any difficulty here. She would make her feel that she 
is treated well for her own sake, not just because she helps 
with the baby. Karnalamma should feel that this is her 
house and that she has complete freedom here. 

Looks like there are hurdles to women's freedom at 
every stage in life! It is a never-ending slavery... 

Aruna was lost in thought. 

Prakasam came in asking, "Amuitii, how about giving 
me some food?" 

"Why did you fight again? That's the only time you 
ask me to serve." Karnalamma laughed heartily for the 
first time since coming from the village. 

Tt has been a long time since you've given him lunch. 
Why don't you serve him. I'll go and give a bath to the 
baby." Aruna took the baby to the bathroom. 

From the bathroom Aruna was listening to the conver- 
sation between mother and son. 

He was talking as if nothing had happened. For him, 
the whole incident was a trivial thing. But for her, it was 
a matter of protecting her self-respect and individuality. 

How different the two of them arei Will this difference 
persist? Somehow, she must find a way to eliminate this 
difference in their attitudes. Otherwise, she'll lose her 
peace of mind. She has to find a way. 

She was dressing the baby. Prakasam was getting 
ready to go out. He said, "Aruna, I'll be back soon." She 
looked up at him. 

He looked at her smiling. She smiled at him quite 
involuntarily. 

His face brightened. He took the baby tossed her up in 
the air, caught and kissed her. He gave her to Aruna and 
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went out feeling very happy. 

A run a felt restless. She took a bath, then sat with 
Kamalamma and talked for a while. After lunch, she felt 
very sleepy. The baby was lying down next to her grand- 
mother and telling her all the new stories she had learnt. 
Aruna slept till evening. 


5 


Ten days later, one evening when Kesavarao called on her 
again, Aruna found that she could not invite him into the 
house as freely as she had done earlier. 

Although there was no chance of his knowing what 
had transpired between her and Prakasam, she felt as 
ahsamed as if he had known, and asked him to come in 
only with great hesitation. 

Kesavarao returned her copy of The Doll's House. 
Aruna felt elated when she saw it. She asked him 

enthusiastically, "Did you like it?" 

"Yes, it was okay," said Kesavarao without much 

interest. 

"Okay? That's all? You didn't think it was great?" 
Aruna was quite surprised at his xmenthusiastic response. 
Kesavarao just smiled. 

Aruna was disappointed that he hadn't appreciated 
such a great play. Then suddenly a question entered her 
mind, "Do l have right to like this play?" The thought 
made her feel guilty, 

"Is your husband home? 1 thought I might finally have 
a chance to meet him if I came at this time in the evening." 
"He's home, he's just taking a bath. Can 1 get you some 

water?" 

"Yes, please." 

Aruna brought him a glass of water. I he baby was 
sitting in Kesavarao's lap trying alternately to grab his pen 
from his pocket and his glasses. 

Aruna cautioned him," We are not responsible if any- 
thing happen to your glasses. You must protect them 

yourself. 
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Prakasam came into the room and Arana introduced 
them to each other 

'Amna gam seems to like reading. You also..." 

Even before he finished, Prakasam said, "J'm not as 
eia/.y as her, but I read also. ! used to read more before our 
marriage, but of late, I haven't been reading all that much 
Isn't that so, Aruna?" 

Amna just smiled and so did Kesavarao, 

Usually people say that women have less free time 
after marriage and stop reading. In your ease, it looks like 
the reverse is true. Arena garu is finding time to read but 
you are not," 

Everything is reversed in our house. Amna doesn't 
care much about the house and household work. I have to 
take care of everything/' said Prakasam as if the burden of 
the family were alt on his shoulders. 

"You do household work also?*' Kesavarao was greatly 
surprised. 

Neither of us has to do household work. My mother 
takes care of that. I'm not talking about work per sc. But 
having a family involves so many things to worry about 
Isn t that true? Just thinking about them is in itself a big 
responsibility. A run a doesn't worry about them at all; like 
thinking about building a house or saving some money or 

getting things we need in the house. She doesn't care about 
such things at all." 

Aruna's face turned pale. Was Prakasam trying to 

imply to Kesavarao that she was wasting that hundred 
Rupees? 

Well, you seem to be taking care of everything Why 
not let her enjoy reading her books?" Kesavarao felt very 
uncomfortable saying that. He wasn’t sure whether Pra- 
k.isam was joking or seriously complaining about Amna. 

"How is your magazine coming along?" asked Pra- 
kasam. 

' I he first issue is scheduled to be out on the first of July. 
We re actually trying to get it out some time in the last 


week of June. A few of us went around the city gathering 
information on children working in factories and the 
difficulties they (ace- All this will come out in the first 
issue," 

Kesavarao spoke very enthusiastically. 

"You think it will make any difference? Will their lives 
change because of this? I doubt we can change anything." 
Prakasam sounded very un supportive. 

"Not that we can change things, but we just want to 
bring the facts into public awareness," Kesavarao curbed 
has enthusiasm as he noticed Prakasam's attitude. 

"I'm tired of hearing time and again that we can't do 
anything to change things. It's better to do whatever we 
can. That's better lhan hiding behind the excuse that 
whatever we do isn't going to change things," Amna 
spoke her mind to the delight of Kesavarao, Prakasam 
cringed. 

"Well, I guess you should go ahead, and well all see 
how it works/' said Prakasam with a forced smile on his 
face, 

Kesavarao stood up, said goodbye to them both, and 

left. 

Prakasam went out a few minutes later. 

* * * * 

"A run a, how long must you read? Come here. You 
keep reading past midnight every night. You don't get 
enough sleep/' Prakasam called, rolling towards her on 
the bed. 

"1 don't read every night/' Amna said, still continuing 
to read, 

"Whenever you have a book, you do." 

"I don't need to stay up late to read. You take ea re of 
all the household responsibilities, and Attayya does all the 
work 1 have lots of free time and no work; all 1 do is sit 
around and happily read books." Arana closed the btnik 
and put it down. 
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"Oh! So now you're angry, i just said it in fun and you 
took it so seriously! Is that xvhy you haven't been talking 
with me for two days?" 

J [f you've known for two days that I was upset, how 
come you haven't asked me what was wrong?" 

"Come on, don't start nagging again. What did I say 
that Was so bad? AH 1 said was that you don't have any 
worries and responsibilities. And 1 said that for fun. That's 
all, 1 didn't scream at you and 1 didn't beat you. Did I?" 

'Your insults were worse that that. Don't I have any 
responsibilities? Don't I do any housework? Have 1 asked 
Attayya to do any work other than cutting vegetables, and 
making tea and snacks? 1 wash the clothes, I wash the 
dishes and 1 dean the house and mop it. Except for that 
TV, we both discussed about every purchase we made. 
Can you please explain why you talked like that?" 

"i have already said that it was just in fun." 

"It may have been fun for you. You don't care how 
much those words hurt me. I dropped out of M. Phil, 
because 1 couldn't do housework and study at the same 
time. And you talked as if 1 had nothing to do with house 
work! I know why I'm getting all these insults. I'm sudden- 
ly an irresponsible person because of those hundred Ru- 
pees I wanted to give to the magazine. I have no burdens 
and worries because I didn't think about buying two yards 
of land! How can you be so blind to all the work I do?" 

"Say whatever you like. It's fine with me if that's the 
way you think. As far as Pm concerned, I just said it in fun. 
You're going to give the money anyway even if 1 did think 
you shouldn't. It s not as if you cared about my feelings." 

Aruna was too angry to say any more. His last state- 
ment was ample evidence that nothing had been said in 
fun. He would have been very happy even now if she had 
stopped her donation. He would be delighted that he had 
won the argument. What about her? Could she give up her 
ideals? Could she give up her individuality simply in order 
U> live peacefully? What kind of peace would that be? 
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Wouldn't it be the peace of the living dead?' 

Aruna held her aching head. 

"Aruna, I've got some very good news for you. Come 
here/' Prakasam called enticingly, 

"What is it?" Aruna asked without much interest. 

"Come here, 111 tell you." 

She went over to Prakasam. 

"In two days we're going to Mysore and Bangalore, We 
can travel and have fun for four days." 

Aruna didn't speak 

"Why don't you ask me why we're going and what it s 
about?" 

"You're going to tell me anyway aren't you?" 

"They give us an LTC, 1 never used it before to go 
anywhere. I thought it would be a good idea to use it now. 
Mother can take care of the baby. It's only for a week." 

"You want to go leaving the baby and Attayya?" 

"II will be more fun if just the two of us go Have we 
ever gone anywhere together since we were married? 
After all, you got pregnant two months after our mar- 
riage/' 

Aruna looked at him in dismay. He said it as if it were 
her fault. He avoided looking at her, 

"Mother herself will say that she doesn't want to come, 
J will take her to Tirupathi some other time." 

"It might be difficult for her to take care of the baby all 
by herself. What if something happens?" 

"Nothing will happen* You always have these unnec- 
essary worries. The baby is heal thy. What could happen to 
her? Don't worry. Let's go and have a good time." 

He hugged her and kissed her passionately. Aruna 
found comfort in the familiar embrace. 

When she w r as told of their plans to travel to Bangalore, 
Kama l aroma did not object, but she also did not express 
any enthusiasm for their trip. Her indifference concerned 
Aruna. She felt guilty that she hadn't asked her to join 
them. But Prakasam was enthusiastically making plans for 


jusl the two of them and she didn't know what she could 

do. 

* * 4 * 

Early on a Sunday morning, Aruna and Prakasam's 
tour bus arrived in Bangalore. As they emerged from the 
bus, auto and taxi drivers swarmed around them. 

There must be hotels near the bus stop. Well certainly 
see them if we walk a bit. Since we don't speak the local 
language, the auto fellows will cheat us and take us too 
far Prakasam lead her towards the main road, 

dJ We don't know this city How far can we walk looking 
tor hotels, specially carrying these suit cases. They may 
cheat us out of ten Rupees at most; isn't this too much 
trouble for ten Rupees?" The suitcase was too heavy for 
Aruna, 

"Come on, just walk a little bit I'm sure weTl find a 
hotel in less than ten minutes. People build hotels near 
railways stations and bus stops," Prakasam explained this 
business secret to Aruna. 

After a few steps, they did see the hotels, 

"You sure knew what you were talking about! Which 
hotel are we going to?" Aruna was thrilled that they found 
the hotels without walking for too long. 

"No no, these hotels so near the bus stop won't be as 
good. We should go a little farther to find better ones. I 
promise you we'll be in a hotel room in less than ten 
minutes," Prakasam assured her. 

Just as he had predicted, they saw a larger hotel in just 
a few minutes. Prakasam found it difficult to carry the 
suitcase any longer to look for other hotels, so they walked 
to the hotel counter 

"Do you have any rooms available?" asked Prakasam, 
"Please take a seat. Sir, I will be with you in a second," said 
the desk clerk, 

Prakasam and Aruna waited in the lounge. Thirty 
minutes went by and the clerk still hadn't called them. 

"Are they asking us to live in this lounge or what? Go 


and find out," Aruna was annoyed, 

Prakasam went to the counter, waited for another 
half an hour, filled out all the forms they gave him, 
signed alt the papers, paid what they asked him to pay 
and came back beaming with pride showing the key to 
their mom. 

A hotel hoy offered to carry the suitcases, Prakasam 
was thankful. They walked up the endless stairs behind 
the boy. 

As they reached the fourth floor, Aruna begged Pra- 
kasam, "1 can't go one step further. Ask them to give us a 
room on this floor/' 

Quite to their surprise, the bell boy didn't take them to 
the next floor. They were grateful. The boy walked to the 
last room in that corridor, opened the door for them, 
brought the luggage inside and left. 

"At least the room is very good/' said Prakasam 
lcxiking around the room 

The room was big. It had two beds. A table and two 
chairs were in the middle of the room, a flower vase with 
fresh white flowers was on the table, there was another 
small table between the beds with a radio and a phone 
easily accessible from both sides, and big windows with 
light coloured curtains. All in all the room w r as very nice. 

"Prakasam, we get hot water also, there is even a 
shower!" Aruna was excited like a little girl. 

"Of course, why not, for ten Rupees a bucket." Pra- 
kasam said indifferently 

"What?" Aruna didn't quite understand what he was 
saying. 

"What do you think they charge for this room?" 

" Fell me, how much?" Aruna was very curious, 

"Guess how much" 

"Fifty Rupees?" Aruna looked around the room. 

"Not a chance! A hundred and fifty Rupees." 

"My God!" said Aruna raising her hands to her chest. 
"Why did we come to such an expensive hotel?" 
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"I didn't think it would be so much, We waited there 
for so long, I filled all those papers, and when he asked me 
to give five hundred Rupees as advance, 1 was surprised. 
That was when I asked him about the room rate. "Hundred 
and fifty/ he said. I felt too ashamed to back down at that 
stage. Use four or five buckets of hot water for vour bath. 
We should get a hundred and fifty Rupees worth of use nut 
of this room." 

Aruna couldn't help laughing aloud at Prakasam's 
words "You were afraid that the auto fellow would cheat 
us. At least he might have taken us to a hotel we could 
afford." 

"It's okay, Aruna. At least we have a beautiful room 
where we can spend time together. Why worry about 
money now. In fact we should have gone to a hotel like 
this on the day we got married." 

Aruna's thoughts took her back to their wedding day. 

"How many difficulties we had that day! I came to 
your house at ten o' clock ,/' 

"My house? Isn't it your house, too?" Prakasam inter- 
rupted. 

"Your house then. Okay, our house. I came there at ten, 
and it took me till four o' clock to clean the house. I was so 
tired by the time I was finished with the sweeping and 
mopping." 

"Yes. I felt sorry for you. You should have been dressed 
like a bride looking beautiful. Instead, you had so much 
work to do/' Prakasam looked at her sympathetically, 

"It's okay. Do you remember, you had nothing in that 
house other than your folding cot! You went to the neigh- 
bours and brought a mat that was in such a bad shape," 
Aruna laughed heartily 

"Of course I remember. I was going to put a blanket on 
the mat and you told me to burn it! I knew the blanket was 
a bit dirty but did you have to curse me like that on the day 
of out marriage?" He pretended to be angry for what she 
had said sn long ago. 
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"I couldn't sleep at all on that torn mat. My eyes were 
burning the next day. My body ached. What a start for our 
married life?" Aruna felt nostalgic and didn't want to leave 
I he memories of those first few days. 

"If we had been as smart back then, we could have had 
a memorable day." 

"No, Not at all, I like our marriage day just as it was," 
Aruna said tantalisingly, 

"Okay, go and take your bath quickly then weTl go 
out. It's a pity we paid so much for the room, and then 
have to keep it locked most of the day," Prakasam was 
annoyed. 

They visited the Viswessarayya Museum. 

"Uma used to like this museum a lot," said Aruna. 

"You didn't like it?" 

"Not that 1 didn't, but for her, it used to fill her heart, 

\ somehow don't feel such an attachment to science and 
machines, I do feel happy that 1 learn about new things, 
but that's alt.'' 

They visited Lalbagh, Aruna was wide-eyed looking at 
ail the beautiful flowers in their many wonderful colours, 
Prakasam put his arm around her, drew her closer and 
asked, "Is your heart contented now?" 

"Yes, it is, completely," Aruna was ecstatic. 

She wanted to talk to each and every flower. 

How beautiful they are! What to do with all this 
beauty? 

Prakasam was delighted that Aruna was so happy. "To 
me you're prettier than all these flowers," 

Aruna laughed very sweetly. 

They went to visit other places in Bangalore and 
returned to the hotel by eight o' clock, 

They wanted to visit Mysore the next day, but could 
not get seats on the tourist bus. They made reservations for 
the following day and returned to the hotel 

"What shall we do the whole day tomorrow?" asked 
Prakasam, 
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"We can happily relax in the room/' 

"Sounds good to me, We should get hundred and fifty 
Rupees worth of use out of this mom," said Frakasam. ' 

They both laughed. 

The next day they gossiped till about ten o'clock when 
Aruna suddenly said, "If we went to Madras instead of 
coming here, we wouldn't have had to sit in the hotel 
room. We could have gone to see Bhanuinathi* or Subba- 
Jakshmi** or somebody like that/" 

'"Can't we see them here?" 

"Whom? Bhanumathi?" 

Not Bhanumathi, but sonie other prominent Tekigu 
person/' 

"Aren't there any prominent lelugu people living in 
Karnataka?" 

"I'm sure there must be some. Think hard, vou'I] 
remember/" 

Aruna thought for a while. 

Pattabhi!" she said very enthsiastically 

"Who is he?" 

'You don't know Pattabhi? He wrote Fidel rm$aala 
dozen; lie made me movie Samskam. Didn't you read Fidel 
raitgwla dozen?" 

"No." 

You can read it after we go back fo Hyderabad. Shall 
we go and see him?"' asked Aruna very enthusiastically. 

"We don't know where he lives, how are we going to 
find him in this great city?" Frakasam was not so excited 
about visiting Pattabhi. 

"We don't know his address, but he probably has a 
phone. Let us find his phone number/" Aruna opened the 
phone book. 

They both looked in the phone book and found the 
number. 


* ielugu film fictress .md linger 

t+ a Tamil singer of sou I h Indian classical Jtamatic music. 
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They called the number hoping to get the address, but 
could not connect. The receptionist said that the phone 
wasn't working. 

'T don't think we can find his house from the address 
in the phone book,” Frakasam gave up and went to he 
down on his bed. 

"Well, let's try We're not doing anything anyway. At 
worst, if we can t find his house, well at least see a little 
more of the town/" said Aruna. 

"Why don't we just lie down and sleep? Why do we 
have to go and listen to his ragas now?" 

"Sleep? We can sleep in Hyderabad, Whv come all the 
way here just to sleep?"' 

"So we have to go?"' 

"Yes.” 

Frakasam got up and got ready. 

They inquired at the hotel desk how to go about 
finding the address given in the phone book, travelling in 
all kinds of vehicles, they finally reached the correct street 
and 1 . 00 king at the numbers on the houses and names of 
the occupants, they eventually found [he address. Sadly, 
the house was padlocked. Frakasam looked at Aruna out 
of the corner of his eye. 

" Don"! say a word,"" said Aruna in great disappoint- 
ment. 

"You would have got angry if I had said 1 didn't want 
to come See what happened now. That is why 1 say you 
should value the words of your elders once in a while/" 

"Don't talk anymore. I'm already angry," said Aruna. 
Again travelling in various vehicles, they returned to their 
hotel. 

"Why don't we go and see a movie?" Aruna started 
again. 

"A Kannada movie? I'm not going," Frakasam was 
absolutely certain, 

"1 don't think it's good to be so resistant to other 
languages. Don't you know how many great movies were 
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madt 2 in Kannada?" 

I know, But I m not in the mood to see a great movie 
right now," 

"So, what are you in the mood for then?" 

"just to lay my head in your lap like this and talk/' 

Prakasam was smiling and looking into Arena's eves, 

Prakasam, do von really love me?" Aruna asked 
unexpectedly, 

"Love? Slo no. I don't love you. Who said that 1 love 
you?" 

"Come on, Prakasam, tell me, don't joke now." 

"What shall I toll you? You and your foolish ques- 
tions," Prakasam tapped gently on her head. 

"Then why do you hurt me sometimes?" 

I don't know. I guess I get angry when you do things 
that I don't like as if 1 don't exist. You have no worldly 
sense at all. Sometimes i wonder why you don't even ask 
my advice before deciding on things. I get the feeling that 
you don t care about me and that makes me very angry. 
You needn't take my anger so seriously, but why don't you 
ever try to please me when I'm angry'? All you do is go into 
your shell and aggravate the situation/' Prakasam said 
sadlv. 

Tou said that my parents were right in imposing 
control on me. I can't tell you how much that hurt me. 
Even now, when I think of it, 1 feel so bitter. I feel helplessly 
sad and wonder whether you really do love me/' 

"Don't think of that now and ruin your mood In my 
anger I say something foolish and you cling to my words 
forever. Don't you know how much I love you, you silly 
girl." Prakasam suddenly tightened his embrace, 

'What is love?" She looked into his eyes, searching for 
an answer, 

Hnv It is this. He passionately kissed her lips, eyes 
and cheeks. 

Aruna found herself breathless in his arms. Still, there 
was a flicker of a doubt in the back of her mind. Is this all 
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that love means? 

The next morning, they got on the tourist bus going to 
Mysore. 

Looking at the passing scenery through the window, 
Aruna said, "Isn't Karnataka beautiful?" 

'T somehow like our state better." 

"Why don't you leave your parochial attitude behind 
and see how green this place is! Do you really think that 
our area is as green?" 

"How much of our Andhra did you see? You think 
only Hyderabad is Andhra. It would be a good idea for us 
to see all the beautiful places in our own state before 
passing judgments on other states." Prakasam put up a 
spirited defense of his beloved home state. 

" You' re right, J haven't seen much of Andhra, I didn't 
visit Sagar even though it isn't all that far from Hyderabad. 
My parents never sent me on any of those picnics or 
excursions/' admitted Aruna. 

"From now on we should visit at least one place every 
year/' 

"Look.. .look how beautiful that tree is.." Aruna called 
his attention to a flower laden tree as the bus drove rapidly 
past it. 

They stopped at the temple in Srirangapatnam, Aruna 
didn't feel like coming out of the temple at all, "If temples 
are like this, they do inspire devotion/' she said. 

The bus driver announced that their thirty minutes 
were up and it was time to leave. 

"We should not come in tourist buses. It would be 
better to visit just one place each day." Aruna just didn't 
feel like leaving the temple. 

"Well, who has so much time?" said Prakasam. 

Aruna was delighted with the scenery as the bus 
continued up the Chamundi Hills. Just as they turned on 
one of the bends in the road, a breathtaking valley 
appeared below them, Aruna wished she could go inti) 
the valley and wander. 
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At the art gallery they were again given only thirty 
minutes. Aruna could not bring herself to leave the place, 
There were so many beautiful paintings to see. She thought 
that it would n t be such a bad idea tf they' missed the 
tourist bus and stayed at the art gallery till evening. They 
could return to Bangalore the next day. 

Rnvi Varma s paintings especially attracted her attention. 
She stood in front of each one, looking carefully at the details, 

"Come on, we don't have so much lime for each 
painting. The bus will leave soon " Prakasam hurried her. 

"Ravi Varma 's paintings too are good," she said as if 
the thought suddenly struck her. Prakasam couldn't make 
sense of that comment. 

'What do you mean? Of course they're good. What a 
wise comment! as if you have stumbled upon a great 
truth" Prakasam teased her, 

1 You don't understand," she said with a heavy heart. 

What is it I don't understand. What are you trying to 
say about Ravi Varma's paintings?" 

I just like them so much. I am wondering why 
Gurajada* didn't like them and why he said what he did 
about them/' 

'Did Gurajada tell you that he didn't like Ravi Varma's 
paintings?” 

" Prakasam!" She was impatient, "That's a stupid re- 
mark. Of course he didn't tell me. Recently I read Gura- 
jada's diaries in the library. He was critical of Ravi Varma's 
paintings, I wonder why? lb me they seem wonderful!" 

'You can ask him later. Let's go now'." Prakasam 
wanted to buy a souvenir at the gift shop before getting on 
the bus again. 

They selected a sandalwood figure of Radha Krishna 
and paid for it 

liy evening, the nus reached Brindavan gardens. 

'isn't it simply beautiful!" Prakasam was overjoyed 


* Mu£ii writer and satErint. 
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looking at the garden lit by a dazzling array of coloured 
lights* 

"You are talking as if you never saw it before," said 
Aruna. 

"What do you mean- 'as if?' I never have seen it before. 

I lave you?" 

"Haven't we seen it in almost every movie? In the 
movie we saw just the other day, the hem was doing his 
dance routine around this particular fountain, I believe,'' 

''Oh, that, I see/' laughed Prakasam, 

They walked around the garden and climbed up the 
steps to the top of the dam. By the time the bus w T as ready 
to leave for Bangalore they were exhausted. It was almost 
midnight when they reached the hotel The restaurant was 
closed. 

Prakasam complained that he was hungry, but he 
quickly fell asleep. Amna was hungry too, but she couldn't 
get to sleep right away. She kept tossing and turning in the 
bed. Suddenly she remembered the valley she had seen 
from the bus earlier in the day as they were going up the 
L hamundi Hills. How beautiful it was! 

For some reason the thought of the valley made her feel 
lonely. Prakasam was sleeping soundly right next to her. 

Does the valley feel lonely? Does it think deeply in 
silence? 

Aruna found her own thoughts strange! Prakasam is 
next to her. How can she be lonely? How can the valley be 
lonely? There are so many birds, other animals and peo- 
ple..* 

But somewhere in her mind, there is a streak of lone- 
liness. 

She is yearning for some communication from some- 
where. 

What is it? 

Why does she feel this way? 

Nobody thinks of a valley being lonely Why did she 
think that way? 
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She has the baby, Frakasam and Kamalamma. Whv 
then this feeling of loneliness? 

It was dawn before she could break away from these 
thoughts. 

They went to the bus stand in the morning and booked 
tickets for the evening bus. They went around the city one 
more time, bought some toys and a chain for the baby, and 
sarees for Kama (amnia and Aruna. Frakasam didn't get 
anything for himself. 

Sitting in the bus that evening, Frakasam said with a 
smile/ Except for the hotel bill, everything else was won- 
derful." Aruna took his hand in hers, She had a feeling of 
great satisfaction. It has been a wonderful trip!' 
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After her return from Bangalore, Aruna talked to the baby 
for a while and slept off her tiredness, 

Tt was about six o' dock when she woke up. 

The heat had subsided and the evening breeze was 
cool and pleasant. Frakasam stood at the gate with the 
baby in his arms, Aruna made tea for everybody. She gave 
a cup to Kamalamma and another to Frakasam and sal 
down in the ball with her cup. 

Kama I amnia remembered that Aruna had received 
some mail while she was away. She went in and brought 
an envelope and a magazine and gave them to Aruna. 

The magazine was Vriugii and the letter was from 
Uma. 

Aruna turned the pages of Velugu with great interest. 
The sixteen page magazine had many photos and several 
articles on illegal child labor. The articles provided details 
about the difficult and dangerous jobs children did in the 
city's factories 

Under the title "Papam, punyam, prapancha margam 
Kashtam, saukhyam, sleshardhalu Emi eruganipoovullaraa 
Eidaredula Faapallaaraa*" were a series of photographs 
depicting the children doing difficult jobs. Looking at the 
pictures, Aruna was pained, 

"Your magazine?" asked Frakasam sarcastically 
Aruna ignored the sarcasm and said, "Yes, look at it, 
it's really very good," She handed it to Frakasam. 


'ba d deeds, ^lhkI deeds, wa y s of the wor Id r pis inn, p leasures, do u ble 
meanings, you are oblivious to them, you innocent little flowers, five 
and six year old children' from a poem written by Sri Sri, a well- 
known Telugu revolutionary poet 
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"I'm sure you found it good before you even read it!" 
Prakasam turned the pages. 

Aruna opened Uma's letter 

"Aruna, 

It has been a long time since 1 wrote to you. 

My work on the thesis is finally over. It was quite hectic 
and I didn't find time to write to you. 

I'm almost sure of getting a job in my department so, 
at this time, I have no immediate plans to come down 
south. 

My parents came here to see me and made a lot of fuss 
about marriage. I told them I have no plans to marry now, 
and when 1 do, I will marry somebody [ like without telling 
anybody and without a big ceremony. 

They didn't object to my marrying somebody Nike, but 
insisted that the marriage be celebrated in a formal fash- 
ion. 

With thesis work on the one hand, and these argu- 
ments with my parents on the other, those days were 
extremely tense. They left me quite dissatisfied and unhap- 
py 

I felt bad that 1 caused them so much pain. But I 
couldn't help it. Because... I'm already married! 

Surprised? 

Well, it isn't a traditional marriage, 

Sudhir and I have been living together for about six 
months. 1 didn't make it a point to announce it to anybody. 

[ met him in Delhi, He is a lecturer in the English 
department. Our friendship gradually turned into love. 
We became one. We didn't think it was necessary to 
announce this as a marriage to everybody and get their 
approval. 

We're not little kids anyway. If it hadn't been for the 
hectic time with the thesis, I could have told my parents 
about it. But I was certain that they wouldn't understand. 
Besides, they would have been very upset and it all would 
have caused a lot of tension for me during those difficult 
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days. I'Ll probably be going home in about four months. I'll 
tell them then. 

During the ten days they were here Sudhir was busy 
with something and didn't come to my room. You're 
wondering, I know, Yes, we have our separate houses. 
When we feel like being together we meet at my place or 
his. Otherwise, we live in our own places, doing our own 
things. As long as we can continue like this, we will. When 
vve decide to live in one place, we will. But right now, 
we're both too busy for that. 

True, this is quite an unusual arrangement. But we find 
it quite natural and very satisfactory. 

Write to me what you think. Tell me what Prakasam 
says. 

Why don't the two of you come to Delhi? 

Sudhir and I want to visit the places in and around 
here. When we can get some free time. I'll write to you. If 
you both come, all four of us can go on a trip and have a 
good time. 

How is your baby? 

I'm eager to hear what you think of my life. 

Write to me soon " 

Aruna sat in silence with the letter in her hand, 
Prakasam put the magazine down, and was surprised by 
the expression on Aruna 's face. 

"Aruna, what happened?" 

Aruna handed the letter to Prakasam, Prakasam read 
the letter and said, "Chee," in great disgust, 

' What's the matter?" asked Aruna very sharply, 

"What else? Your friend's accomplishments!" 

"What's so disgusting about it? She is living with the 
person she loves. What's wrong with that?" 

"Love? Don't use that word. If she loves him, she 
should marry him. They're not married. They're not Living 
m one place. They didn't tell anybody about it. What do 
vuu call this? It's certainly not marriage. Call it infatuation. 
Now they're deeply in it In a few months, they'll get over 
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it and then she'll be looking for another man." 

His disgust was palpable. 

"Why do you talk so harshly about them?" Amna was 
a bit annoyed by his attitude. 

"Okay so you tell me what to think of them." 

Aruna didn't say anything, 

' Why don't you argue that your friend has done 
something excellent?" 

"Excellent or not she is living with a man whom she 
loves. Tsn't that what we did?" 

"Why don't they marry then? Why not? Don't com- 
pare them with us. We're legally married. We didn't keep 
it a secret. We're living as a family. What are their objec- 
tions to marriage and living together? Tell me. I don't 
understand. Maybe you do," Prakasam was sarcastic. 

Aruna was silent. In fact, she didn't understand their 
reasons either. Why didn't Uma get married formally? 
Why don't they live together in one house? Uma is certain- 
ly not a foolish girl. She is not some one who would go 
around sleeping with anybody out of momentary attrac- 
tion. She is a smart woman. But she has very strong 
opinions. Why did she do something like this? 

No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn't 
come up with any answers. There was only one way; she 
would write to Uma and ask her directly. 

"What's going on? Looks like you're arguing again," 
Kamalamma came into the hall. From the concern and 
sadness written all over Aruna's face and Praknsam's 
victorious look, Kamalamma gathered that they certainly 
had an argument. 

"Nothing serious. Looks like her friend loves somebody. 
They're not married, but she and that guy are living 
together" Prakasam's tone was full of ridicule, 

"If they love each other and live together, what's 
wrong then? Isn't that marriage? What did you do?" 
Kamalamma brushed aside his objections. 

"I can't believe you're saying that Didn't we get 
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married in front of the Registrar and our friends? Didn't 
we inform you and all our relatives?" 

"Yes, you did. But 1 don't believe in these paper 
marriages certified by Registrars. You and she decided to 
become husband and wife, that was the marriage. The rest 
of it was just a ritual we came to terms with. In the case 
of her friend, she decided that she doesn't need those 
papers. That doesn't mean they are not wife and husband, 
does it?" 

Even Aruna was shocked at what Kamalamma sakt 
How clearly she explains things that even 1 was having a 
problem with! What a great human being she is! thought 
Aruna. She kept staring at Kamalamma in tremendous 
admiration, Prakasam was outraged. 

"Mother, you don't know what you're talking about; 
they're not even living in one house. They're living in 
separate houses and when they want, they come together 
and pretend they're a couple." His voice expressed ridi- 
cule, disgust and even hatred. 

"Living like a cat and a rat under one roof doesn't 
make a marriage either. It's not so had to live separately. 
Anyhow, it's their life; they'll live the way they want. Why 
is it your concern, anyway?" 

Aruna's face brightened and Prakasam cringed. 

"You and your daughter-in-law are out of your minds/' 
said Prakasam in disgust, 

'Aruna, go and fry the okra. The baby is hungry. If you 
eat early and get to sleep early, it will be gt>od for both of 
us." Kamalamma took the baby from Aruna and went into 
the front yard. 

That night Aruna wrote to Uma telling her about 
everything. She expressed all her doubts and fears. After 
writing the letter she felt much better, having transferee! all 
of her burden back to lima, 

Prakasam saw her writing the letter and said, "Make 
sum you show me your friend's reply." 

Aruna knew that he would only ridicule Uma more. 
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She certainly wouldn't show him the letter. 

The much anticipated reply from Uma did not come. 
The Summer holidays ended and the college reopened. 
Vehigu came out regularly. Amna continued to give a 
hundred Rupees a month to the magazine. A couple of 
months later, Lima's letter arrived. 

After reading just a couple of lines, it became clear to 
Aruna that Uma had never received her letter. She was 
very surprised,, 

Uma wrote that she couldn't understand why Aruna 
hadn't replied to her letter. 

"Were you offended by what I wrote? Were you angry? 
But 1 thought we were friends and that you could write to 
me on whatever you think without hesitation. Lven if you 
didn't approve of the way I lived, couldn't we live our lives 
the way we want and still remain friends? I'm plagued by 
the thought that my letter damaged our friendship. Please 
do write to me." Uma was obviously very concerned and 
hurt. 

Why didn't she get my letter? 

Did Prakasam mail it at all? 

A very unpleasant doubt cropped up. 

During the holidays Aruna had rarely left the house. 
She had given the letter to Prakasam to mail. Did he mail it? 

Quite a few times, Prakasam had asked if Uma had 
replied. When she said that she hadn't, he said insinuat- 
ingly, "I'm not surprised. You asked her questions for 
which she has no answers. So she decided to remain 
silent." 

Did Prakasam do that because he didn't like Lima's 
behavior? She asked him about it as soon as he came home. 

"Did you mail the letter 1 wrote to Uma?" 

"Yes, 1 did. Why are you asking me about it now?” 
Prakasam was surprised. 

"1 gilt a letter from her today. She never got my letter," 

"It must have been lost in the mail," he said quite 
casually, 

jt 
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Aruna remained silent. She felt guilty for having doubt- 
ed Prakasam, 

When she wrote to Uma again, she didn't raise any of 
the questions she had raised in the previous letter. She 
wrote that Uma's lifestyle was perfectly acceptable to her. 
It seemed more important to tell Uma that their friendship 
was on solid ground. 

* *■ 4 + 

The students went on strike that day protesting against 
the poor conditions and lack of equipment in the laborato- 
ries. Since she didn't have a class, Aruna sat in the library 
reading a book, 

Amna garu/' Kesavarao called her name softly, 

"Please, please come and sit down." Aruna pointed to 
the chair opposite her. 

I ^'ame to talk to you about something important." 

"I know. You never come to talk unless there is some- 
thing important," said Amna with a smile. Kesavarao 
laughed. 

"What is it?” 

"Do you like the magazine?" 

"It deserves the name-Velugu. Jt is bringing a lot of 
things to light. How are the saies?" 

"Not bad at all In four months, it will be a year old, I 
(irmly believe that the magazine can support itself after 
that." 

Kesavarao remained silent for a few moments. 

I feel that you shouldn't just be a subscriber of the 
magazine. You can do more for if." 

"What can I do?" Aruna was surprised and curious. 

"Right now the decisions about what should be reported, 
how the information should be collected, how it should be 
presented in the magazine — all these decisions are being made 
by fifteen of us. I think it would be good if you joined us.” 

"What can I do?" Aruna asked with great hesitation. 

"You can do a lot For the next issue, we are thinking of 
telling the story of the women who work in the electronics 
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industry. To collect the information, and particularly to 
interview the workers, it would help if other women 
talked to them. Then they may talk more openly Only two 
out of our fifteen are women and they are only students. 

1 think it would be extremely useful if you could join them 
in interviewing the women workers." 

Having said that, Kesavarao felt like he had successful- 
ly completed his assignment 

Aruna wasn't sure what to say. "I'm not sure how 1 
can help/' she said again with hesitation and uncertainty 

"Let's all meet tomorrow evening and talk about ft," 
said Kesavarao. 

"Where?" 

"At a friend's place. After classes, we both can go 
together. It's very important that you join us." 

‘Tm not sure 1 can come tomorrow/" said Aruna 
feeling uncomfortable. 

"Please try At least come to one meeting. Then if it 
turns out that it's difficult for you to come for future 
meetings, you can drop out." 

Aruna felt that it wouldn't be wise to appear so 
hesitant. She agreed, 

The tension started mounting that evening. 

Should she talk to Prakasam and get his approval 
before hand? 

Should she just go to the meeting and worry about the 
inevitable argument with Prakasam later? 

She was uncertain. 

Suddenly she remembered an event of many years ago. 

She was in the first year of Intermediate, That day they 
had finished their Last exam. Sankranthi holidays were about 
to begin. All her friends had decided that right after the exam 
they would go together and see the movie Devadasu, 

Some had permission from their parents. Other decid- 
ed to go without permission. Aruna knew that she wouldn't 
be allowed to go if she asked for permission. She was 
generally allowed to see only those movies approved by 
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the whole family. And she could go only with them. 

If she asked them for permission to see Dewdasu, they 
would have certainly refused. There was no possibility 
that they would relent even if she begged them. 

For the first time, she decided to go to the movie 
without permission. Usually she came home at one o' dock 
after an exam She didn't know how she was going to 
explain her coming home at six o' dock that day. She kept 
thinking about possible alibis. Although she was in the 
movie theater with her friends, her mind was preoccupied 
with searching for good excuses to give her parents. She 
didn't see much of the movie. But she was afraid of leaving 
early for fear that her friends would make fun of her. 

As soon as she arrived home, Kanakamma started the 
interrogation. Aruna told the truth. Everybody in the 
family expressed their lack of confidence in her behavior 
and character Her father slapped her on both cheeks 
repeatedly. 

Aruna remembered every detail of that day. Today the 
thought of going to the meeting caused as much anxiety as 
the thought of going to the movie had caused then. That 
day she was sixteen years old, still a minor, and didn't 
know any better 

Ttxlay, she is past twenty five. Voted in two general 
elections. Mother of a three year old daughter, A respon- 
sible lecturer. And a wage earner, 

Still she can't make a decision on going to a meeting. 

She is afraid that her guardian will get angry! 

She is not afraid of making decisions about household 
matters. But when it comes to matters outside, Prakasam 
is trying to control her Somehow she is being coerced into 
accepting this control. 

Aruna got a headache with all these thoughts. 

Why such thoughts? 

She considers telling him nicely. She will convince him. 
In a family it is norma! for the wife and husband to 
disagree with one other, to make compromises, and even 
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to cease doing things the other dislikes 

If Prakasam really disapproves, she wouldn't go to the 
meeting, 

These meetings are not more important to her than 
Prakasam's love. 

Blit if she asks him in a nice way, he probably won't 
object. If she tells him that it's important to her, he's likely 
to understand. 

She? took a long bath in cold water to cool her brain. 
She put on a soft white saree and dressed up beautifully. 
All the while, she was qestioning herseli 

She served dinner and cracked jokes. He delighted her 
in his embrace. After so many days, he finally saw her in 
a good mood. It made him very happy. 

They gossiped. Reminisced about the early days of 
their marriage. The baby filled them with joy. They talked 
of the bright future. 

Just before retiring to bed, Aruna asked him 
gently/'Could you come home a little early from the office 
tomorrow. " 

"Why? Are you making some plan?" Prakasam was 
delighted. He drew her closer into his arms. 

J It's my plan, I need you to come early to take care of 
the baby. I'll be late." 

"How come you J re making plans without me?" 

"It's a meeting/' 

"'Meeting?" 

"Yes, Remember the magazine, Velugu? They've called 
a meeting to discuss future issues of the magazine and they 
invited me, I'd like to go," She made the request with her 
face hidden under his chin. She felt like a little kid- 

Prakasam turned on the bed. Aruna moved back a 
little. 

"Are you still crazy about that magazine?" His tone 
was filled with disappointment. 

"Why do you say 'crazy'?" 

"What else is it then? Those people who have nothing 
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better to do... you're giving them a hundred Rupees a 
month. 1 somehow compromised on that. Now these 
meetings?" 

"What's so bad about the meetings?" 

"What would happen if you don't go to these meet- 
ings?" he retorted, 

'T would feel very dissatisfied. It would hurt me if 1 
couldn't go and learn things that I don't know about. And 
[ would begin to hate my condition if 1 couldn't do 
something that means so much to me." Though Aruna 
was telling him this, she felt that she was also explaining 
il to herself. 

"1 don't know w r hat to tell you. I don't like it. But your 
selfesteem is hurt if you can't do something because I don't 
like it. You'll go to these meetings anyway. How did our 
marriage turn out to be like this?" 

"Why do you object to my going to a meeting?" 

"Our life will become turbulent. I don't like external 
unrelated matters coming into our life. You, me, the chil- 
dren, our house... and a life without wants, that's what I 
want. The children and I should be your life. You should 
be the locus of mine. That's all. 1 don't want you to have 
.my relationship with things that are unrelated to me. In 
turn. 111 have nothing to do with things unrelated to you. 
I lease listen to me. Stay away from these meetings." 
IVakasam made an earnest appeal. 

"If that's the way you feel, why don't you come to the 
meeting, too? Then, it won't be unrelated to you." 

"1 simply don't like your going there. Why would 1 go? 
i here are millions of injustices going on in the world, I 
agree. But I'm not responsible for them. I don't want to have 
Anything to do with them. 1 don't want to get involved with 
(hem and destroy my life. I want to live in peace* 

Aruna remained silent. 

"All Biis love you showed me today... was it all because 
of the meeting?" Prakasam asked resentfully. 

Aruna was startled. 
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Prakasam turned to the other side. 

Aruna wished that she could just disappear, 

Wasn't that the truth? She thought of pleasing Fra- 
kasam in order to persuade him. Why did she do that? 
What would have happened if she had directly discussed it 
with him? How foolishly she had behaved! How shameful! 
Prakasam finally had said what she never thought she 
would hear him say But.,, wasn't this the same Prakasam 
who told her a while ago that pleasing him would help to 
convince him? When he said that, she thought it would he 
shameful to do such a thing. But she reconciled herself to it 
by saying that it would be normal for a wife and husband 
to try to convince one other in an agreeable manner. But 
today she pleased him and in return., she was insulted. 

What should she do? 

How should she behave? 

Whichever way she behaves, it turns out to be wrong! 
Is there a basic flaw somewhere in her thinking? 

What did Prakasam say? He didn't want her to have 
anything to do with things unrelated to him. 

What about her? Does she need a life beyond Pra- 
kasam's interests? 

She wants Prakasam. 

But she also wants other things. 

Suppose he doesn't want to be associated with such 
things? 

Does her entire life belong to him? Does she have a life 
of her own? That is the central question. 

Should everything in her life be tied to his interests? 
Should n't she have interests of her own? 

He can ask about her interests. He can share in them if 
he likes. He can encourage her. But, does he have a right 
to suppress them? 

She didn't give her parents the opportunity to suppress 
her. Should she let Prakasam control her? Jf she allowed 
him to do that, wouldn't she become a bird in a cage? 
Wouldn't her much cherished independence end? 
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Her head felt as if it was on fire. She held it in both 
hands and hid her face under the pillow. 

The next day, right after classes, Acuna went to the 
meeting with Kesavarao. 

The meeting was held in the home of someone called 
Krishnamu r thy. The whole house was a single large room. 
That was the only room on the second floor of the building 
and so the atmosphere was very quiet and pleasant. 

There were books and cigarette butts all over the place, 
All fifteen of them sat on a mat and two blankets. 

Kesavarao introduced Aruna to everybody. 

The two women in the group, Sujatha and Bharati, 
were students in the women's college. Four of the men 
were also students. The rest were employed. While intro- 
ducing Aruna to them, Kesavarao said that she would be 
helping with interviewing the women in the electronics 
industry. The two women students were pleased. Then 
Krishna murthy talked to them about the electronics indus- 
try in India, and its importance to the nation and then 
discussed some other major industries. Krishna murthy 
was a dynamic speaker. Aruna listened to him with great 
attention. She was impressed with his ability to convey so 
much information in such an interesting manner. 

On their way back from the meeting, Aruna walked 
with the two other women, "Krishna murthy garu spoke 
so well and touched on so many areas/' she said, 

"Yes, There's little that he doesn't know. He's always 
reading books and traveling all over the country. A great 
scholar. He writes most of the content of Velttgu” said 
Sujatha. 

"Doesn't he have a job?" 

"He's a lecturer. Teaching his classes and reading 
books are the only two things in his world/' said Bharathi. 

"Isn't he married?" 

"No." They both laughed, 

"That explains it!" said Aruna and all three laughed. 

"True. But even so, he doesn't really pay attention to 
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other things. Eating something when he is hungry, reading 
and writing are the only things that occupy his time/' said 
Bharathi. 

Aruna's thoughts wandered. 

What a wonderful life he has! Eating, reading, writing, 
traveling— no wonder he is so knowledgeable! 

Aruna recalled her typical routine. 

Cleaning utensils and the house as the first order of 
business in the morning. 

Making coffee, bathing the baby, cooking. 

Quick lunch and hurrying to the college. 

After returning from college, washing clothes and 
ironing. 

Cooking again and planning things for the next day. 

Going to sleep exhausted. 

Qn days when she can't sleep right away, she reads a 
book. That's about the only time when she feels a bit satisfied. 

Is Krishnamurthy able to do what he does because he 
is not married? Not really Even married men don't have 
any housework. Their women do all the work. 

She remembered the lawyer who lives in the house 
across the street. He is a very well known lawyer. People 
say that he is the country's best criminal lawyer. He goes 
to the office by six in the morning. His wife sends his 
breakfast to the office. He goes home for lunch just before 
going to court. After court, he goes to the club, finishes his 
engagements and comes back to his office and works there 
till midnight. 

If you asked the man to get up in the morning, clean 
dishes, clean the house, take care of the children, cook and 
then go to court,.., 

li you asked him to wash clothes after returning from 
court,* 

Might he realise then that there is no greater crime 
than imprisoning women in the house? 

Aruna's thoughts turned to herself. 

Could she bring herself to eat hotel food even if she 
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weren't married? 

She hates the food in hotels. 

Could she ever leave the house dirty with things 
scattered all over the place? 

Men seem to care less. They can live like that How 
come women can't? 

Even before she had ever eaten in a hotel, she knew 
that hotels serve bad food! How did she ever get an idea 
like that into her head? Who had indm-trinated her with 
such an idea? An idea that ensures the dedication of all her 
energies to household work. 

blow would it be if she could simply ignore things, like 
Krishnamurthy does? 

Aruna imagined a big room. There is nobody in it 
besides her. There are lots of books. She is reading all day.*. 

The bus driver announced her stop, Aruna was jolted 
out of her thoughts. She got down from the bus and 
hurriedly walked home. 

The house was still, as if there was no one around. The 
baby came out and ran up to her. She wrapped herself in 
Aruna's saree and said, "Why did you come home late?" 

"I came just a little bit late, but you have your grand- 
mother at home." Aruna took the baby into her arms, 

"Come home early," she said, taking her handbag. 

"Why what do I have to do?" 

"Read books to me, give me food, iron the clothes,," 

Aruna couldn't stop laughing! 

"No. 1 won't do any of it. You have to do it all by 
yourself." Aruna spanked her playfully and got busy with 
her work. 

Prakasam was not home, Kama la mm a said that he 
had gone out around six o' clock, Aruna gave a bath to the 
baby, fed her and put her to bed. There were a lot of clothes 
to he ironed, so she got busy doing that. Prakasam came 
around ten o' clock, Aruna served him dinner. He didn't 
speak. After dinner he went to bed without a word. 

Aruna cleared things away and went in and sat on his 
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bed. Stroking his hair, she said, "'Don't you want to ask me 
about the meeting?" 

“[ don't care." 

' Why not? You said you should know about every- 
thing in my life. And I want to tell you about everything. 
So listen to what t have to say" 

"I just don't want you to have that kind of life at all." 
Prakasam said harshly. 

"Isn't it unfair to speak like that?" Aruna said endcw- 
ingly. 

'What?' "That 1 should not have any other life." "1 
should have it, and you should know about it. That is fair." 

"Aruna, don't irritate me." 

"Okay, I won t, but do you know anything about the 
electronics industry in our country?" She said in a light- 
hearted manner. 

"Why are you bringing that up now? Are you crazy?" 

"That's what we talked about today. This industry 
has..." 

Prakasam covered his ears with his hands. Aruna 
broke into peals of laughter. 

Prakasam was angry. He got up and went to sleep next 
to the baby. 

That day Aruna didn't feel worried even though Pra~ 
kasam was angry. The satisfaction of having learned some- 
thing new made her feel wonderful. The curiosity regard- 
ing what she was going to do for the next ten days, did not 
leave her even in her sleep. 


* * * * 

ten days later, on a Saturday morning, Aruna left 
home early It was her first day of work for the magazine. 
She was going to take the bus to the area of the city where 
most of the electronics industries were located. 

Prakasam was not home, having gone to attend a 
friend's marriage in Vijayawada. It was a big relief for 
Aruna not to have Prakasam at home that morning. She 
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didn't have to explain to anybody what she was going to 
do. She didn't have to get permission. For the first time, she 
realised how it felt to be free of those burdens. 

She took the day off from the college and started early 

At ten o' clock, after having taken several buses, she 
finally arrived at a place on the outskirts of the city 
Sujatha and Bharathi were waiting for her at the bus stop. 

It looked like the whole area was occupied by nothing 
but electronics and engineering companies, Aruna and her 
companions didn't really have a plan for what they were 
going to do. They decided to walk into the company which 
had the biggest building in the area. 

The security guard stopped them. "We would like to 
talk to your manager. Please call him," they requested. He 
lead them to a visitor's room inside the building. After a 
while, the manager walked in. He was surprised to see 
three women there and inquired about the purpose of their 
visit in English. 

"We want to collect some information on the working 
conditions for the women employed here and their prob- 
lems," said Aruna, 

"Why? Why is it your concern?" He was curious. 

"We work for a magazine. We would like to write 
about it." 

"So you are here to create problems which we don't 
have. Our employees don't have any problems* They work 
well and they are paid for it. And you can leave now." 1 le 
showed them the door. 

The three w r ere disappointed, 

"Judging from this, it looks like nobody will let us talk 
to the women. We shouldn't tell them about the magazine. 
Let's just say that we're from the university and that we're 
writing a research paper on the industry. We'l] tell them 
that we came to collect first-hand information. Pm sure 
they won't turn us down," 

Bharathi said that with great confidence. 

"My brother wrote an article a while ago on industrial 
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relations That was what he said when he visited different 
factories and it seemed to work well for him/' She backed 
up her idea with this proof of success. 

"Okay, let's see if it works/' said Amna, willing to 
experiment. 

It did w ork. At the next company, the manager greeted 
them with a lot of respect, ordered lea for them, and 
arranged to have the employees sent one by one into the 
visitor's lounge where the three were seated. 

A run a had never interviewed anybody before. She 
was very uncomfortable doing it in the beginning, but 
slowly got used to it, 

I he jobs women did in that factory were delicate. I hey 
needed to be done with great patience and care. 

In response to the question why only women were 
employed in that factory they were given practically the 
same answer by each employee. "Women are very patient. 
They can sit quietly in one place for extended periods of 
time concentrating on a job. They can carefully engage in 
very delicate tasks. These qualities are the reason why 
women are exclusively employed in some electronics com- 
panies/' 

The monthly pay for daily labour between eight in the 
morning and five in the evening was hundred and fifty 
Rupees. 3 he women worked the entire day sitting on stools 
that didn't even have back supports. Soldering and assem- 
bly work require great attention. Any small mistake made 
in the work would cost them a cut in salary. They had no 
idea if there were any health risks in their work. Most 
importantly, the women didn't even understand the ques- 
tion of whether the work in any way influenced their 
ability to bear children. Aruna was ove whelmed with all 
the information they collected. All three were saddened 
and shocked upon learning that some women were not 
even paid the meagre wages; some were working for just 
the bus fare and the midday meal. 

They came from far off places to work in the factories. 


I hey reached home very late. 

They faced insurmountable problems at home. 

Little children, endless housework, husbands who came 
home drunk, — 

Aruna choked with emotion as she learnt more and 
more about their conditions, 

The three of them even forgot about lunch. They went 
to three different companies and interviewed women. 

At one place, one of the women asked them the feared 
question, "Is there any benefit for us in giving you all this 
information?" 

"No. In fact, we came here for our own benefit* We'll 
earn degrees when we present all this information in a 
book we're writing. We'll get better jobs. Truly, we are hem 
tor our benefit, not yours/' said Aruna in earnest 

3 he woman didn't talk after that But she looked at 
them with contempt and indifference* 

After all the interviews, they reached Krishna murthy's 
house by evening. The rest of the group had already 
gathered there. Aruna told them enthusiastically about 
their experiences of the day. Bharathi narrated how they 
had told the managers that the information was for a 
research paper. 

Aruna was hoping that the group would appreciate 
the effort the three women made that day* But she was 
surprised. The men were indifferent. They showed very 
little enthusiasm for their method. It was nothing unusual 
or original. They were more interested in the material. The 
women showed them the notes they had written during 
the interviews. 

"This time it would be better if Aruna garu writes the 
feature article," said Krishna mu r thy. 

"Me? No no. 1 don't know how to write*" Aruna was 
really afraid of the prospect of writing for the magazine. 

Everybody laughed at Aruna's body language. 

" You're a lecturer in Telugu. Why should you be afraid, 
like a little girl, to write a Telugu article?" asked Kr- nvarao. 
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"Well, I am a Telugu lecturer and I don't hesitate to 
write on Nannaya*, Tikkana* or Sri Sri*, but writing about 
this is different " 

"I'm confident you can do it Right now, Krishna- 
murthy is writing everything. It's not good for the maga- 
zine/' said Suhbarao. 

"For the health of the magazine, I think he should 
continue to write/' Aruna's self denigrating humour made 
every one laugh. 

"Jokes aside, really it is not good for one person to be 
writing everything in the magazine. What if Krishna- 
murthy comes down with some illness?" said Sury ana ray- 
ana. 

"Don't talk of his becoming sick just for this. 1 will 
write what I can. If you like it, fine. Otherwise you can edit 
it the way you want," agreed Aruna. 

Everybody was satisfied with that plan. 

When she reached home she found that the baby was 
angry that her mother had come late. Aruna cajoled her 
out of that mood and gave her some milk. She talked with 
Kamalamma for a while as she was getting ready to go to 
the temple, gave the baby a bath, and lay down with her 
to read her a storybook. 

After the baby fell asleep, Aruna wanted to work on 
her notes, but she could only stare at the books on the 
table. She didn't have enough energy left to get up and do 
any work. 

Prakasam came home early in the morning the follow- 
ing day. 

Aruna listened to the news of the wedding he had 
attended. 

Though she was listening to him, her mind was preoc- 
cupied with the work she had done the previous day, 
which was unlikely to be acceptable to him. Aruna would 
do things against his wishes, he would get angry with her. 
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and they would not talk to each other for a few days. That 
might well become the normal pattern of their lives. Aruna 
was preparing herself for that kind of future. 

Aruna tried to work on her notes Monday night. But 
Prakasam didn't let her. He kept on talking to her till 
eleven o' clock. Anyway Aruna was too tired mentally to 
concentrate* 

Tuesday night, Aruna sat down with her notes, 

Prakasam and the baby had fallen asleep early. 

The notes were haphazardly written. Aruna tried to 
lind a sequence in which different points could be brought 
out She numbered the different points in the margins and 
thought of an essential outline lor the article. It was eleven 
by then. Not used to concentrating on a single topic for 
such a long time, Aruna's head felt as if on fire. She was 
not able to make any further progress. 

Holding her headi in both hands, she looked at Pra- 
kasam. He was sleeping soundly. 

She felt like drinking a cup of tea, but was too lethargic 
to get up and make it Wouldn't it be nice if Prakasam 
made her one? Aruna laughed at her own whim. 

If Prakasam was working on a project of great interest, 
would he let her sleep? Would she be sleeping? Wouldn't 
she make sure that he had everything he might possibly 
want in order to work comfortably? 

But the vur thought of Prakasam making her a cup of 
tea appeared l-» be exceedingly wishful thinking. Why? 

She herself believed that such thinking was wishful. 

How' did their relationship turn out like this? 

How happy would she be it Prakasam showed interest 
in what she liked? 

Aruna let out a heavy sigh. 

It would never happen. 

It is a waste of time to worry about things that couldn't 
come true. 

Aruna went into the kitchen, made herself a cup of tea, 
and came back to her work. 
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Around three o' clock the article took a definite shape. 
She could not sleep till then. All those notes, different 
points, their order, their importance were all swarming 
around her head. She did not remember when she slept, 
but woke up when the milkman knocked on the door. The 
baby also woke up. 

Aruna was too tired but it was time for another day's 
routine. 

At six in the evening, Aruna was talking to the baby, 
waiting eagerly for Prakasam who was already late. 

Kamalamma sat next to the baby listening to her 
childish warble. 

The baby stopped talking and started to jump up and 
down claiming that she was dancing. Thanks to watching 
television regularly, the baby had learned to do these 
aerobics which she called dance. For Aruna and Kama lam- 
ma, this had become regular entertainment. 

"Attayya, I should take the baby for dance lessons," 
said Aruna, looking at the baby fondly 

"Music lessons are better/' said Kamalamma* 

"How come?" 

"If you learn dance, you have to practice it all your life. 
It J s a lot of work.,, to gel ready to dance in front of an 
audience. It's almost ritualistic. A lot of people who learn 
dance in childhood completely forget it when they grow 
up. Music is different One can even sit alone and enjoy 
singing. Baby has a very nice voice. Send her for music 
lessons," advised Kamalamma. 

"Attayya, you think so deeply about everything. The 
society would have greatly benefited if you had had an 
education," said Aruna in admiration of her mother-in-law, 

"If 1 had been educated, it probably would have been 
lo my benefit, but I'm not sure about the society, I earned 
a lot of money from working the land. I don't know if 1 
could have done any better with an education." 

"Mo, not the money, Attayya. I meant that you could 
have helped a lot of people with good advice." 
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"Well, to give good advice, one doesn't really need 
education. All that one needs is a desire to help " 

Aruna was about to say something, but a shout - 
"Aruna!" - was heard from the street. 

It was Prakasam. Looking at him, Aruna and Kamalam- 
ma were astonished. 

"Why didn't you answer me?" he said as if he was 
determined to pick a fight. 

"What is it?" asked Aruna She already had an inkling 
of what if could be. 

"Hid you go to electronics factories last Saturday?" 

"Yes 1 did." 

"Why?" 

"For the magazine. To write about the working condi- 
tions of the women employed there." 

'A great saviour of the nation you've become! Whv 
didn't you tell me? You do what you want anyway. At 
least you could have told me abou it/' 

"You said that you didn't want to know about such 
things." 

"I see. Now you have become a Pativralha*. I said 
don't tell me', and so you stopped; 1 also said don't go'. 
Why didn't you stop going to those meetings?" 

"Prakasam, don't talk nonsense." Aruna was angry. 

"Why are you talking so foolishly." Kamalamma felt 
that she must intervene. 

"She went to some electronics factories last Satur- 
day. A friend of mine is managing a company there, 
today he was asking me 'Your wife is a lecturer in 
lelugu. Why is she doing research on the electronics 
industry.' I had no idea. I just stood there like an idiot. 

I have really become an idiot in this house." 

Kamalamma didn't know what to say. 

"Aruna, let's decide this right now. Tell me whether 
you're going to stop this roaming around and attend- 
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ing those mootings?” Ho wanted a decision that very 
minute. 

Aruna remained silent. 

"Toll mo. ! can't put up with this nonsense anymore. 
Will yon stop or not?” 

Ho was threatening her like a little girl - 

Amna said gently and firmly, ”1 won't stop." 

"You won't?" Prakasam raised his hand. 

Kamalamma hold his raised hand. J " Don't bo stupid. 
Go away” She pushed him into the mom. 

Aruna picked up the baby who had had a scare and 
was about to cry, 

"Aruna, it's not good for you to be stubborn. Why do 
things ho doesn't approve of? Why all this trouble?" 

Aruna stood there motionless. 

He w F as going to hit her 

If he doesn't like what she does, he would scream; he 
would even hit her. 

He w T ould try everything in his power to stop her. 

But, no matter what he does, she would not stop. 

Where will all this end? 

Can she love him anymore? 

She can probably give up all her ideas... 

She can probably obey his dictates... 

She can probably live without freedom... 

But she cannot love him any more. 

She had never felt her heart become so heavy before. 

She cried without any self restraint. 

Kamalamma showed her impatience with Aruna, "If 
you cry in front of the baby, she will be frightened Go and 
give her some food," Kamalamma tried to pull her up. 

Aruna pulled her hand away. She told her mother-in- 
law. '"You feed the baby," So she went into the bedroom 
and lay down on the baby's bed. When she went in, 
Prakasam came out. 

Aruna cried like a person who had lost everything. 

For a whole week Prakasam didn't speak to Aruna. 
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And she didn't make any effort to talk to him* 

Both were concerned about the silence between them, 
but neither was willing to reopen the communication, 

] hey went about their daily routine as if nothing unusual 
had happened, 

Prakasam was prepared to excuse Aruna if she admit- 
ted her folly. He was certain that she would eventually do 
so. 

Aruna was indifferent to the consequences of the deep 
conflict between them, She thought constantly about the 
death of her love for Prakasam; it was all over. She thought 
every minute about it - not the love, but the end of it 
If he had ever loved her, it was the body he loved. 

He never understood her love for independence. 

He never respected her opinions and her likes. 

How could she possibly love him? 

What had she actually seen in him to love him in the 
first place? 

She didn't really love Prakasam. 

She was desperate for love. It was his love for her that 
she loved, 

She knew very little about Prakasam. 

She engaged in small talk w f ith him, and went to Ihe 
movies with him, but she didn't know anything about his 
thoughts on life. 

He didn't know about her either. 

They w r ere essentially strangers to each other They 
couldn't have possibly loved each other. 

These thoughts continued to torture Aruna in a thou- 
sand different ways, 

Aruna's article was published in Vehigu. 

She looked at it indifferently 
Prakasam would not appreciate it 
He w r ould not understand it. He wouldn't even make 
an effort to understand it. 

The enthusiasm she had in pulling the article together, 
the joy she felt while working or 'he satisfaction si’ 
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enjoyed when it all came together, Prakasam would not 
understand any of that. 

How could she love him? 

The longer she thought that way, the more frustrated 
she became. 

T hough she was sitting in the library reading a book, 
she didn' t register a word of what was 'in front of her. 

She didn t react when she saw Kesavarao walking 
towards her. 

He gave her a copy of Vetugu. 

Aruna gam, this Sunday we're going to review the 
current issue. You'll be there, won t you?” 

She didn't respond, but stared at him with blank 
expressionless eyes, 

"Aruna garu, why are you looking like that? Are you 
feeling okay?" 

Aruna suddenly said, "I'd like to come to your house 
today," 

Kesavarao was shocked. Pulling himself together mo- 
mentarily, he said, "Yes. Please come. Well go together 
after classes” He went to his class in a hurry. 

Aruna stared into the btxik a while longer She wanted 
to think about a lot of things, but had no emotional energy 
left for thinking. She waited for a while after the classes 
had ended, but Kesavarao didn't show up. Maybe he had 
forgotten. After a while, Aruna got up and went homo. 
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The next day Aruna hoped that Kesavarao would apolo- 
gise forgoing home without her. But he didn't say a word. 
She assumed that he probably had forgotten about it. 

"You said yesterday that we could go to your house 
together, but you left w ithout me," She reminded him. 

"Sorry, I was caught up in something else and forgot/' 
said Kesavarao. 

"It's all right, HI come today/' said Aruna. 

That evening they went to Kesavarao's house in an 
auto. Just as they entered the house, Kesavarao called his 
wife. "You. .look, what are you doing?" 

A woman, obviously his wife, came into the hall from 
the kitchen, 

"This is my wife/' Kesavarao introduced her with a 
weak smile. She said, "Namaste" to Aruna. 

Aruna wondered why Kesavarao didn't address his 
wife by name. Aruna said, "Namaste," and asked her 
name, 

" Murali," she said very shyly, 

"Beautiful name," said Aruna, 

She bent her head embarassed. 

"This is Aruna, She's a lecturer in our college/' 
"Please sit down," She said and went into the kitchen. 
After a few moments Aruna said to Kesavarao, "She is 
making something. Please tell her not to bother/' 

"It's nothing. She's probably just making some tea," 
said Kesavarao and then called his wife, "Look, you, come 
here. You can make tea later," 

Aruna was surprised again by the manner in which 
Kesavarao addressed his wife. 
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iJ Ut me see what she's doing/' said Acuna, She went 
into the kitchen despite a mild protest from Kesavarao 

Mu rali ielt embarrassed when Aruna walked into the 
kitchen, I m almost done. I was going to bring the tea in 
a minute." 

'You keep your kitchen so well organised. And very 
clean. Its as beautiful as your drawing room." Aruna 
complimented her, 

Kesavarao, who came into the kitchen behind Aruna, 
said, "That's all she knows. If she can't even keep the place 
clean, what good is she/' 

Aruna could not believe what she had heard. She 
turned around to look at him, but he didn't look at her. 

"Let us go into the drawing room, I will bring the tea 
there/' said MuralL 

All three went back into the drawing room. 

Somebody called him while they were drinking tea, 
and Kesavarao excused himself. 

"This is the routine. H can't sit peacefully even for ten 
minutes/' said Murali covering his tea cup with the saucer. 

'He's busy doing so many good things/' said Aruna 
appreciatively, 

"What kind of good things?" inquired Murali. 

Aruna was surprised by the question. But it had been 
asked sincerely. There was no expression of sarcasm or 
humour in Murali's face. 

"You don't know what he does?" 

"I really don't. He doesn't tell me anything." 

Aruna couldn't understand this situation. 

"Don't you know about the magazine? Haven't you 
seen the magazine- Ife/usjw?" 

" Magazine?" 

Aruna couldn't believe her reply but Murali again asked 
it quite honestly. She took the magazine out of her bag and 
showed it to Murali. "Haven't you seen this magazine?" 

"No, 1 haven't." 

"Didn't Kesavarao garu bring the magazine home?" 
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"I don't know. He puts all his papers in the bureau and 
locks them up. He is probably afraid the kids will misplace 
them." 

"He is doing everything for the magazine " Aruna 
didn't know what else to say. After a while she asked, "Do 
you read books?" 

"I don't get time. I don't really have the interest either, 
The household work, kids and making sure he has every- 
thing he needs in the morning - these things take all my 
time. He gets especially upset if everything isn't done 
properly for him in the morning." 

"Does he help you with anything?" 

"Well. I see you don't know much about him. He 
doesn't like to be anywhere near household work. Some 
men help with a tot of things. Not he, I have to do 
everything, starting with putting toothpaste on his brush 
in the morning. He doesn't even bring groceries from the 
store, but if anything is missing at home, he promptly veils 
at me. This morning, he was very upset that he didn't have 
soap in the bathroom, 1 told him l would put it in the 
afternoon, but for today he should take his bath with bath 
powder. That's alii I le was so angry, he threw the powder 
on the floor, shouted at me for my carelessness, and took 
his bath in plain water." 

Murali didn't say I hat in anger or frustration. She 
sounded quite happy and ecstatically absorbed in his 
behaviour. 

Aruna didn't quite know what to make of it. 'Kesavar- 
ao gets mad with his wife if they run out of soap. Maybe 
he beats her also?' The very thought was distasteful, 

Kesavarao came back to join them. 

"txaoks like you completely bored her," he said to his wife. 

"She said that she hasn't seen our magazine?" Aruna 
could no longer hold back questioning him, 

"She doesn't care about such things. All she knows is 
to sit in the kitchen all the time," Kesavarao said that quite 
casually 
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Aruna couldn't sil there any longer. She got up to 
leave. "I have to go." 

"Already? You haven't even seen our children." 

"1 forgot Where are your children?" She was embar- 
rassed because she had forgotten to ask about them. 

"They have gone to play outside. They will be bore any 
moment." 

"1 guess Til have to see them the next time. Tin afraid 
I have to leave right now." Aruna came out of the drawing 
room to leave. Kesavarao hailed an auto, paid him in 
advance and said good-bye. 

Quite unhappy with the events in her own home, 
Aruna had hoped to spend some time in the company of 
a happy and ideal couple. 

She had gone to Kesavarao's house in the belief that lie 
treated his wife with respect, that he and his wife dis- 
cussed everything amicably, that his wife was proud of all 
that he was doing for the magazine, and that she would 
find peace and joy in their company. 

What she saw there came as quite a shock 

Kesavarao has no respect for his wife whatsoever. 

He doesn't even call her by name. 

He addresses her as that' and 'this' in front of strangers. 

He doesn't tell his wife anything about the things he 
does. 

I le expects her to serve him all the time. 

If there is any shortcoming in her services, he yells at her. 

Does he beat her also? 

Aruna felt breathless with those thoughts, 

flow could it be? 

How can a man who is so concerned about the injus- 
tices in society not think about his own wife? 

Why doesn't he tell her about what he has learnt? 

Why doesn't he bring her to the meetings? 

If she didn't want to come, that would be quite another 
matter. But not to tell her about what lie is doing, not to 
share his feelings with her, how could that be? 
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She remembered Kesavarao saying that it is important 
to learn about the other people and the world. 

He wants to learn about the world, but his wife's world 
is limited to him. All these made her lose all respect for 
Kesavarao. 

Prakasam wants me to have nothing to do with the 
outside world. 

But-, at least he is willing to live by the same principle 
and treat me and our child as his only world. 

Kesavarao is worse than Prakasam. He wants involve- 
ment with the world -at-large, but denies it to his wife. 

How unjust! 

Aruna felt quite enraged. 

Are the others also like this? 

If not, why didn't they get their wives involved in the 
magazine? 

If they could convince me to come to the meetings, 
couldn't they convince their wives? 

Can't they at least treat their wives with respect? 

Aruna felt reluctant to go to the meeting on Sunday 
morning. 

4 * * 4 

Saturday night while Kamalamma was preparing for 
the next day's breakfast, Aruna told her that she was going 
to another meeting. She would cook in the morning so 
there was no need lo make any breakfast. Kamalamma 
grumbled. "What meetings? Lighting Havana's Pyre 4 in 
her own house." 

Prakasam could not control his anger. He threw the 
glass into the sink and went out. Aruna ignored his 
outburst 

In spite of all that, by the next morning she was not 
feeling enthusiastic about going to the meeting. It was 
unlikely that she could ever again be inspired by Kesavar- 
ao's speeches. 


* Havana's pyre: believed to be inextinguishable 
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He is f i|] pretense. He is not sincere. He either does it 
because he likes doing it or he imagines that he is doing a 
great service to the nation, thereby establishing his superi- 
ority over others. It is unlikely that he does these things out 
of compassion. Otherwise, he wouldn't be treating his wife 
like that. A man who knows so much about the world, 
shouldn't he be treating his wife like a human being? His 
true nature becomes evident when it comes to his wife. 

With those thoughts, Aruna finished preparing an 
early lunch, took a bath and fed the baby. 

Prakasam asked his mother to serve him lunch. After 
lunch, he took a book and lay down on the sofa in the hall. 

Aruna had her lunch, took the baby to bed, find read 
her a story till she slept. She didn't feel like going to the 
meeting. 

Both Prakasam and Kamalamma were delighted that 
Aruna had stayed at home. 

Prakasam felt very happy at the thought of change in 
Aruna. 

Just imagining how happy they could be if she got over 
this obsession with meetings, he felt very energised. If she 
dropped this madness, he would treat her very well. He 
would love her dearly. He felt the desire to hug her, but 
resisted. Walking back and forth between the hall and the 
bedroom, he suddenly remembered something. 

It was the eleventh of August, Just four days before 
their anniversary, 

"Aruna!" he suddenly rushed into the bedroom shout- 
ing. It was a whole month since he had called her by name. 

Aruna looked at him in disbelief, 

Prakasam felt sorry for her. 

"Aruna, today is the eleventh. It's just four days before 
our anniversary" 

She was suddenly overwhelmed with sadness and 
couldn't hold back her tears. Prakasam sat down by her 
and tried to console her. 

"Aruna, we both acted in haste. Let's stop all these 


arguments. When you don't talk to me, I fed terrible. 
Come, get up. Please stop crying." He kissed her head and 
drew her closer. 

She tried to get up, but he held her tight. She felt a 
numbness in her head. She couldn't think. Her body 
reacted with a jolt to his touch. 

She wasn't even sure whether to fed sad or happy 
about the anniversary. 

For about a month now she had been nourishing the 
thought that she didn't love him. But her body was being 
squeezed in his embrace. She remained silent, not knowing 
what to do. 

The next day Prakasam woke up very enthusiastically. 
Aruna didn't feel like getting up at all. 

Kamalamma and Prakasam waited for her for a while, 
then came into the room to see her. She told them that she 
wasn't feeling well and went back to sleep. A little later 
Prakasam wrote a leave letter and had her sign it. 

Aruna slept till noon. She felt dull and had cramps, but 
felt better after a bath. Ihe baby had already eaten and 
was sleeping. Kamalamma insisted the she also eat. After 
managing to swallow a few bites to satisfy Kamalamma, 
Aruna went outside to the pan shop to buy some a recan ut 
powder. There she was surprised to see Krishnamurthy. 

"Is this where you live?" he inquired. 

"Yes, In this house right here. What brings you here?" 

"I came to see the lawyer. I didn't realise you live in the 
house right across from his. So you didn't go to the college 
today?" 

"I didn't feel well this morning, so I took the day off. 
Come in for a while, unless you're in a hurry." She invited 
him into the house* 

"Why didn't you come to the meeting yesterday?" He 
sounded almost Like he was demanding an explanation. 

"I wasn't feeling well." She said as if admitting guilt. 
"How are you now? Is that why you applied for leave?" 

"Yes, thanks. How was the meeting yesterday?'" In 
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spite of an inner desire to stay away from the topic, she 
couldn't help asking about it, 

'"Most of the time was spent in praising your article 
You wrote very well* I used to write articles filled with 
facts, but you wrote it in a manner that w r as engaging for 
the readers and with genuine style. I thoroughly enjoyed 
reading it." 

She couldn't resist feeling happy hearing Krishna- 
murthy's compliments. Her face brightened. All the tired- 
ness, dejection and weakness she had been feeling since 
the previous day were gone and she felt a new burst of 
energy and strength. 

Krishnamurthy praised my writing. He didn't say 
things merely for the sake of formality. Everybody respect* 
ed his opinions. It was so satisfying that he liked her 
article, 

"Have you decided on a topic for the next issue? " She 
asked the question quite naturally Her inner resistance to 
the subject had evaporated! 

"The Mehandi incident." 

"About Mehandi? Really?" She was quite surprised. 

"Yes. Didn't you read in the newspapers a couple of 
days ago that the police had beaten them up, so they held 
a protest demonstration in front of the police station? We 
want to go to them and find out their side of the story then 
write about it." 

Aruna wasn't sure what to think about going to the 
Mehandi women and writing about them. 

Krishnamurthy had to leave. Aruna saw him off at the 
door. 

She wanted to talk about this with somebody. But with 
whom? She had thought of not going to the meetings. 
Suddenly she remembered Kesavarao 

Is it proper to stop going to the meetings because 
Kesavarao doesn't treat his wife properly? With whom 
should 1 confide in about these things? Unfortunately, 
there is nobody to talk to. There is no point in talking with 
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Kesnvarao. i don't know Krishnamurthy well enough. 
Anyway, it looks like he's beyond all these things. 

How come Uma didn't reply to my letter? 

1 should tell Uma about all this. But it's difficult to write 
about so many things in a letter. I should write to her and 
ask her to come here for a few days so that we can discuss 
all my doubts and concerns. If I tell her that this is a very 
important matter, she'll certainly come. Come to think of 
it, discussing these things with Uma might be the only way 
I can feel at ease, she thought* 

After that decision, it seemed as if a solution had been 
found for all her problems. 

Prakasam came home in the evening w r ith some new? 
dress material. "It would have been better if we both had 
gone to buy the doth, but I thought that you might not be 
quite up to it. We should have them sewn right away. We 
have only two days. Do you like them?" 

She looked at them with indifference even though 
Prakasam was showing them to her very enthusiastically. 
He was very proud of his selections when she told him that 
they were all fine. The baby was very excited about getting 
new dresses. Aruna took her in her arms and kissed her, 

"Amma, is the fever gone?" she asked. 

Obviously the baby had been told that her mother 
wasn't feeling well and that she shouldn't bother her. She 
must have been wanting to come to her since morning. 
Aruna felt sorry for the baby. 

"Yes, the fever is gone " She hugged her. 

"So can you tell me 4 story then?" The baby was very 
eager and hopeful. 

"Now? But l hav e a lot of work to do now T ." 

"You always have work - Kama I amma will do it. " The 
three of them laughed at the baby's words. 

Prakasam went to give the clothes to the tailor. Aruna 
lay down with the baby telling her stories. 

The next day she went to the college. 

Kesavarao greeted her in the corridor, but Aruna 
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didn't fed like conversing with him. She went anti sat at 
her desk. 

Yesterday Kesavarao asked quite a few times why 
you had tv t come to work. How would r know? I told him 
that he Was more likely to know about you than any of 
US’" Vim^lakumari laughed as if she was telling a joke. The 
nest of them also giggled, 

Aruna knew that her colleagues cracked jokes about 
and ridiculed her friendship with Kesavarao, They used to 
stare at the two of them whenever Kesavarao came by to 
talk abt>Mt something. They were all ears, trying to catch as 
much of their conversation as possible 

A run a used to enjoy the thought that their ears would 
become imuch wider if Kesavarao came to talk to her for 
throe or Jour days at a stretch. Though she tried to ignore 
them, sometimes she couldn't help feeling irritated by their 
behaviour, 

At tunes she felt restless at the thought that her col- 
leagues might be disparaging her good character. 

She couldn't completely ignore them, and felt that she 
couldn't talk with Kesavarao openly knowing that her 
colleague were keeping a watch on her. 

A run had wondered often w r hy her colleagues be- 
haved if they had the right to judge her and her 
character*, jt was only recently that she had realised that 
I hey had been getting that authority from her own fears 
and restl essness. Who are they, she thought and what is 
their authority to judge her. 

On tcsp of that, she was angry with Kesavarao that day 
1 hat made the situation worse. She tried her best to 
conceal Her anger and displeasure. 

The Ciext day Aruna again didn't speak with Kesavar- 
ao. Comi ng back to the department at three o' dock after 
her class , she found Kesavarao, Krishnamurthy, Sujatha 
and Rhar-aihi sitting around her desk. When they saw her, 
they all >>ot up and went outdoors. Kesavarao led them to 
the shadt of an Asoka tree. 
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"Aruna garu, have you seen today's newspaper?" 
asked Kesavarao, 

"Yes/' 

'Have you read about the rape in the village just 
outside the city?" 

"Yes." 

"Tomorrow we would like you to go with these two 
students and interview that woman. We'll also come, but 
you should do the interview. 1 think she'll talk more freely 
with you/' 

"Tomorrow?" 

"Yes. tomorrow is a holiday It would be convenient 
for everybody. If we leave early we can be back by noon. 
Your presence is absolutely essential. We'll write about the 
case and dedicate the next issue of the magazine to a 
general discussion of this crime." 

"I can go only after ten o' clock tomorrow," said 
Aruna, thinking about the next day's plans. 

"Lot's do it after ten then. We'Ii wait for you at the bus 
stop. When you come we'll all go. I think we can be back 
by evening," 

"Okay I'll come to the bus stop at ten." Aruna left them 
and went back to her department. 

Seeing her come in, her colleagues, who had been 
talking very enthusiastically among themselves, suddenly 
dispersed. They pretended to be busy with reading or 
other work, Aruna was agonised. There must be something 
wrong with her. Otherwise why would they all treat her 
differently and behave as if she had done something criminal, 

What am I going to tell Prakasam tomorrow? It's our 
anniversary. The atmosphere in the house has been getting 
better in the last couple of days. If I tell him about this, 
everything will get worse. 

1 shouldn't tell him about it. 1 have to find an alibi to get 
out of the house. If 1 tell him that 1 have to attend a 
colleague's marriage, he wouldn't mind at all. I'U be back 
by evening anyway 
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But isn't it pitiful that I have to lie. 

But she couldn't think of any other way out. She knew 
that she would feel wretched for having to lie and that she 
would feel tense the whole day just thinking about it. 

Why am I willing to go through all this trouble;? Why 
can't I just quit participating in the magazine? Do any of 
the people in the group know how much tension the 
magazine causes me? They all think that I have n o prob- 
lems, It probably hasn't even occurred to them that I have 
problems. Nobody has ever even asked me. None of them 
are friendly enough with me to ask. We think alike on a lot 
of issues - yet, we're not really friendly. They somehow stay 
in their own circle. If they want me to do something, then 
they come to talk to me. That's all. They all treat me with 
respect, but not as a friend, not as one of them. If they 
treated me as a friend, 1 could have told them about my 
situation and perhaps it might have eased my burden a bit. 
Bharat hi and Sujatha are just girls. They treat me as a 
teacher, and call me 'Madam,' 1 should tell them to stop 
addressing me like that. I should at least make friends with 
them. In spite of the fact that we think alike, the men have 
not accepted me as a friend, probably because? I'm a 
woman. Isn't that an insult to me? 

She felt terribly discontented. 

Just as she had thought, Prakasam didn't object to her 
going to a colleague's wedding. She felt uncomfortable 
wearing a new saree to match the alibi. By the time she 
reached the bus stop, the rest of the group was waiting for 
her. The bus was about to leave. They all got in. 

Aruna asked Sujatha and Bharathi, "Don't your par- 
ents object to your roaming around like this? Do they like 
the fact that you're doing this?” 

They both laughed. 

Their uninhibited laughter revealed how happy they 
felt that Aruna had asked them that question, 

Sujatha said a bit shyly, "They don't know whot we're 
doing. We lie to them, so we can get out of the house," 
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"What do you tell them?" Aruna was curious. 

"That we re going to see friends, going to a movie, or 
that we have a lecture in the college, something like that " 

Then we're all in the same boat, thought Aruna, 

"So they don't mind your going to movies or seeing 
friends?" Aruna asked with a smile. 

"They grumble a little, but eventually they let us go," 
said Bharathi, Aruna thought how strange it was that 
parents did not mind if their children went to see trash 
movies or if they roamed about with friends. But they 
would not allow them to cross the threshold to do such 
good work. Her own parents did not allow her to go to 
movies and outings. 

Bharathi interrupted Aruna 's thoughts, "My parents 
are still a lot better than the parents of some of my 
classmates. Their parents won't let them go anywhere 
other than college and home. If they are late coming home 
even by five minutes, they have to face an interrogation. 
buja, you know Puma, don't you. Her brother is only two 
years older than her. I think he's doing BE. Even he tries to 
rule over her," 

"You should hear this. Madam. Our classmate Kalya- 
ni, she used to be a good friend during our first year. We 
went to her house a few times. Qrte day we wanted to go 
to a movie and she asked her father. He said, 'no/ The next 
time we went to see her, he yelled at us. He said that we 
were spoiling his daughter and asked us to leave. Poor 
Kalyani, she cried a lot. We didn't say anything to her, but 
she felt very ashamed. She doesn't talk with us anymore." 

To Aruna, it all sounded like a replay of her own story. 

"But do the men in our group know what you go 
through to participate in this work?" 

"No." 

"Why haven't you told them?" 

"1 don't know. They've never asked. 1 guess I'm afraid 
of saying these things to them," Sujatha said with a great 
deal of hesitation. 
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I hey never asked. But these girls had been coming 
whenever they were needed. They go through a Jot of 
trouble to participate in this work. Since the men were 
unaware of their problems, they wouldn't think about 
arranging these meetings at a time more convenient to the 
girls. 

And the girls never told them. 

Aruna wasn't comfortable with that arrangement. 

"1 don't know when we're going to be independent tike 
you. Madam. We're both thinking of finding some sort of 
job as soon as we finish our degrees," 

Aruna smiled feebly. 

They got down from the bus and walked about a 
kilometer to the village. It was a very small village. They 
inquired from someone on the road and found their way 
to Sangamma's house. She lived in a small mud house. 

As they approached the house, they saw Sangamma's 
husband walk her out carrying on his shoulder. She looked 
very frail and withered. Seeing the visitors, he took her 
back in. Kesavarao told him w r hy they had come. The poor 
man broke down and cried aloud. "Please talk to her. She 
will tell you everything. Bub however much you write 
about it, can you undo the crime she suffered?" He was 
not against their writing about it r but was simply feeling 
helpless about what had happened. "She doesn't have the 
strength to stand up. The doctors in the hospital told me to 
take her back home, 1 brought her here last night. But she 
seems to be suffering terrible pain. 1 was about to take her 
to a small clinic nearby/' he added. 

"Let us go to the clinic and bring the doctor here. She 
is not in any shape to go anywhere/' said Krishna mu rthy. 
He and Sangamma's husband went to the clinic, 

Aruna, Sujatha and Bharathi went inside the hut. 
Sangamma looked like a corpse lying there. The three 
were choked with emotion and sympathy. 

Aruna went and sat next to her. Sangamma was 
crying silently. Neither Aruna nor the other two knew 


iv hat to say to her. 

Aruna felt a sense of revulsion at herself for being 
there. 'She is a wounded body and soul and lying here half 
dead. We are here to ask questions and rake her wounds. 
Why? For whose benefit? Will somebody change because 
of this? Doesn't everybody know enough about this crime? 
What happened to everything that has already been writ- 
ten?' Aruna felt the hitilitv of the whole exercise, 

"Who committed this crime against you?" asked Su- 
jatha. 

"Dora*," Sangamma began to sob. 

She replied to each of their questions, one by one. Dora 
had asked her to come into his house. He had pounced on 
her. He and his two friends had held her and raped her 
fifteen times. Blood flowed from her wounds. Her breasts 
ached. Her back felt "broken. Her body was... She narrated 
her misfortune in detail. 

Aruna wrote everything down as Sangamma spoke, 

"So what are you going to do now, Sangamma?” 

"What can 1 do? The police have refused to record the 
case. They said that Dora would kill me and my husband 
if we file a case. The hospital staff also asked us to leave. 
I he only thing I can do is slowly sob to death." 

Sangamma's misery touched Aruna as nothing ever 
had before. She was clinking with emotion and anger but 
her eyes were bone dry and burning. 

1 will write an exceptionally good story about this case, 
Velitgu will hit the stands. Everybody will read it. The 
magazine will be praised. The editorial board will be 
proud. Krishna mu rthy will say that Aruna wrote a great 
article. I might be thrilled at the high praise from such an 
intellectual. Nobody will can? about Sangamma, She will 
slowly sob to death. She will die miserably. Her husband 
will go crazy. But the rest of us will live happily ever after. 
Aruna felt revolted by the whole prospect. 


* employer/ boss 
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"Madam, we must go," Sujatha and Bharathi dragged 
her out of her thoughts and out of the hut. 

Aruna wished she could cry, but her eyes were dry Her 
heart had become as heavy as lead. By the time she got 
home it was seven o' clock. 

Prakasam, Kamalamma and the baby were sitting 
outside waiting for her. 

"How come you are so late, Aruna?" asked Prakasam 
eagerly. 

"The bus was late.” She went straight into the bath- 
room to avoid them. 

I am home now, I have to leave the realities of the 
external world behind. Those experiences, the pain, those 
tears, they should remain outside. They are not under- 
stood here. 

Here 1 have to smile. 

I have to love Prakasam. 

I have to play with the baby and make her laugh, 

I have to talk amicably with Kamalamma. 

Aruna wished that she could cry without any inhibi- 
tions, She was very angry and wanted to curse somebody. 
She would have liked to take a sleeping pill and fall asleep 
and avoid those unrelenting painful memories of Sangam- 
ma s agony. 

But she couldn't. She could n't even tell anybody how 
she w T as feeling. 

She had to pretend love, fake a smile, and act calm and 
gentle. 

By the time she had finished her bath, Prakasam and 
Kamalamma had set the table for dinner. 

"Dinner already?" 

"I'm hungry, Aruna. 1 ate in the morning, but 1 didn't 
have an afternoon snack. Looks like you ate well at the 
wedding reception." Prakasam laughed. 

"It's difficult to eat at those receptions. Look at her 
face. It looks dry and withdrawn. 1 don't think she ate 
anything there,” said Kamalamma. 
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Aruna sat at the table but couldn't eat. Sangamma 
probably has't eaten. She is probably crying her heart out, 
she thought. 

"Aruna, you're not eating at all, Atv you feeling sick 
again?" 

Aruna didn't want Kamalamma to worry about her. 
She ate a litle and excused herself from the table saying 
that she had eaten late in the afternoon and wasn't really 
very hungry, 

"Go and sleep. I'll take care of the kitchen tonight,” 
said Kamalamma. Aruna picked up the baby and went 
into the room. The baby went back to the Kitchen saying 
that she wanted to sleep with her grandmother that day, 
"She will tell me a big story." She said Aruna went directly 
to bed and closed her eyes tightly. 

Prakasam came and lay dow r n next to her with his 
head on her chest. "Are you very tired?" he asked lovingly. 

"Yes," 

"I know how to make your tiredness vanish." 

Aruna didn't speak, 

"Aruna, remember how happy we were today three 
years ago?” 

"Yes," 

"Come on. Don't do this. We should be just as happy 
and excited today as we were then," 

"I don't feel well," She tried to remove his hands. 

"Ill make everything better," He held her in a tight 
embrace. 

She suddenly remembered Sangamma' scream when 
Dora attacked her, Aruna jerked herself away from Pra- 
kasam. 

"Aruna, you're angry with me. Right? I know I said 
nasty things to you and hurt you terribly. I'm sorry. Won't 
you forgive me?" He pulled her again dose to him and 
pleaded with her, 

"1 truly feel sick. Please leave me alone today " 

Prakasam paid no attention to her tiredness and the 
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indifference in her voice. 

"Aruna, from tomorrow you am punish me however 
you like. But today I can't help irritating you." He gently 
bit her cheek, 

^he remembered the wounds on San gamma's cheeks* 

She tried to push Prakasam away, but he held her 
tighter and kissed her lips, 

' Ayyo," Sangamma's scream rang in Aruna's imagi- 
nation. Her body shivered in revulsion. 

Prakasaim was kissing her all over. She felt a sense of 
numbness spreading over her. 

What has just happened? Hasn't Prakasam raped me? 

I le paid no heed to my feelings. He just satisfied his desire. 
He ignored my pleas. Because he's my husband, i jusi 
closed my eyes and remained silent. But that doesn't make 
it any less a rape. It feels so shameful when your husband 
violates you; how much more shameful aVtd painful it 
must have been to be repeatedly violated by three brutes. 
How did Sangamma survive? How could Prakasam be- 
have so crudely? Maybe every husband is like that. Maybe 
there are no women who haven't been raped by their 
husbands. Whom can 1 say this to? How can I talk about 
this? Will anybody understand it? They'll think that I'm 
crazy. Even if he's the husband, why should he be allowed 
to touch my bt>dy against my wishes? How come J couldn't 
stop him? A run a felt ashamed of her helplessness, 

"Aruna." Kamalamma called. 

"What, A Mayya." Aruna hurried out of the bedroom. 

"The baby's body is very hot," 

The baby was awake, f fer eyes were very red. She was 
running a high fever. 

"I will take care of her, A Mayya, you go and rest 
now." Aruna sat next to the baby. 

The fever didn't abate for a long time. The baby 
complained that her legs were aching. Aruna massaged 
her legs gently. She was seriously worried about the baby. 
She would take the baby to the doctor in the morning! 
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hoping dearly that the fever wouldn't get worse before 
dawn, Fortunately it had subsided by dawn and the baby 
fell asleep. 

Prakasam woke up and became very agitated when he 
learned of the baby's fever, 

"Aruna, you're not well. Why didn't you wake me up? 
You shouldn't have stayed up all night. Go and sleep now. 
I'll sit with the baby," 

Aruna was so exhausted that she fell asleep immedi- 
ately. When she woke up a couple of hours later, Prakasam 
was getting ready to take the baby to the doctor. 

"I'll take the baby to the doctor. I wrote a leave letter 
for you. If you sign it, I'll drop it at the college on my way." 
Prakasam gave the letter to Aruna. 

Aruna read the letter. "For four days?" 

"It is okay. You're not well. The baby also isn't well, 
lake it easy for four days. I'm also taking leave so that we 
can lake care of the baby together.” 

Aruna didn't argue about it. She signed the letter. The 
baby had a fever that entire day, but by the end of the 
following day she felt better. Aruna could not think about 
much else besides the baby. There was no relapse on the 
third day. The doctor advised that she could be given solid 
food. 

Around six o' clock in the evening, Aruna was feeding 
the baby. Prakasam sat next to them showing the baby 
pictures from a story book. 

To their surprise, Kesavarao, Krishna mu rthy and 5u- 
jatha walked in from the street. Aruna's face turned pale. 
She greeted them formally and welcomed them, but couldn't 
pretend to be pleased with their visit, 

Prakasam also got up and greeted them, 

"This is Krishnamurthy gam, a lecturer in the college 
I his is Sujatha, She's a student doing BA, And you know 
Kesavarao garu already." Aruna introduced them to Pra- 
kasam. 

She knew why the had come. She still had the notes 
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she made at Sangamma's house. She went inside to gut the 
notebook. Prakasam gave the baby and the food bowl to 
Kamalamma, and came back to sit with the guests. A run a 
came out with the notebook and gave it to Krishnamurthy. 

"You don't have to give us the notes. The article you 
wrote is all we need/' said Krishnamurthy, 

"Sorry. I couldn't write the article, I'm afraid you have 
to write it yourself" 

"Oh no, we were under the impression that it would be 
done by now. We were going to take it for type-setting. The 
rest of the material is all ready." 

"Sorry, 1 wasn't feeling well and the baby was running 
a fever. Tm not in a position to write it " 

"Okay We'll do something about it/' Krishnamurthy 
stood up to leave. 

Kesavarao and Sujatha also got up to leave. Hut Pra- 
kasam asked them to have a cup of tea. He asked A run a 
to make tea for the guests. 

Prakasam was delighted that Amna had turned down 
a request to write something for the magazine. In his 
happiness, he decided to entertain the guests. Aruna went 
into the kitchen to prepare tea hoping that they would 
leave as soon as they were finished. 

"Aruna garu writes very well, l wish she had had time 
to write this article also/' Kesavarao took the notes from 
Krishnamurthy. 

"What is it about?" asked Prakasam quite casually for 
the sake of conversation, 

"it's about that Sangamma rape case; remember the 
interview we conducted List Saturday?" 

Prakasam was agitated. 

"Did Aruna go with you on Saturday?" 

"Yes. She was the one who took all these notes. It 
would have been wonderful if she could have written the 
article." 

Prakasam didn't speak after that. 

Aruna brought tea for everybody. After tea, the guests left. 
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Prakasam sat in the hall without saying anything. 
Aruna took the baby to bed and sang her to sleep. Pra- 
kasam was still sitting there when Aruna came into the 
half She sat in the chair opposite his and asked, "Why are 
you sitting like that?" 

Prakasam stared at Aruna without saying anything. 

"Why are you staring at me like that?" 

"Chee. Don't talk to me." He got up and went into the 
bedroom, 

" What's happened now?" She followed him, 

Aruna had an inkling of what this w r as about. 

"Aruna, why are you torturing me like this?" 

She remained silent, 

"1 know where you went on Saturday" 

"And what if you know?" 

"What if 1 know? Really? If you aren't afraid, why did 
you have to lie to go there?" 

"I didn't tell you the truth because I didn't want to 
argue with you, I knew* you wouldn't let me go if I told you 
the truth " 

"Chee. Don't you feel ashamed to talk like that?" 

Aruna w*as enraged. 

"Why should I be ashamed? You're the one who 
should be ashamed for creating a situation where 1 have 
no choice but to lie, and degrading me to the level where 
1 did lie." 

"Shut up/' 

"Yes, 1 will shut up. Don't talk to me anymore " Aruna 
walked away into the half 

An awful silence blanketed the house again. 

The next day Aruna went to the college. She asked 
Kesavarao to meet her in the library. 

"Why did you have to tell him about everything? He 
hates our magazine. He didn't know anything about the 
interview with San gamma.' 

Kesa varao pa n i eked . 

"Pm terribly sorry. 1 didn't know that l couldn't 
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imagine that you wouldn't have told him about all this/' 
"If you didn't know, you should have kept quiet about 
it Maybe you could have used your imagination a little. 
Are year Celling your wife about these things?" she de- 
manded in great agitation. 

"In her case, it doesn't matter if 1 tell her or not. But 1 
didn't think that you would do things against your hus- 
band s wishes. I don't know what to do now. Did this 
cause a lot of trouble for you?" 

"It did. But tell me, You don't mind doing things 
whether your wife approves or not. But you think that 1 
shouldn't do things if they're against my husband's wish- 
es? What attitude is this?" Amna was fed up with his 
hyprocrisy. 

"Generally, that's what happens/' mumbled Kesavarao, 
"He didn't like my going to the interview. It's turned 
out to be a big issue for him now, What shall I do?" 
Kesavarao was perplexed. 

"Maybe, you should stop doing all these things for the 
magazine" 

"Stop?" 

"Stop until he understands and agrees with your 
participation. Try to convince him," 

"He w r ill never agree." 

"Then J don't see w r hat can be done. Maybe it would be 
better for you to stop," 

Aruna couldn't believe what she was hearing, 

"Should I simply stop after going through all these 
difficulties? if 1 had thought that you would give me 
advice like that, just because my husband doesn't approve 
of what I'm doing, 1 would never have joined in these 
activities in the first place," 

Kesavarao suddenly hit on a bright idea, 

"Next Sunday we'll all meet after you come back from 
Mehandi. We can talk about this then and decide what's 
best to do, 1 can't think of a better idea right now." 

Aruna didn't say anything after that, Kesavarao left. 
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He didn't ask what had happened. He didn't ask how she 
was managing at home under so much stress. He didn't 
console her or extend any sympathy or support. She kept 
looking at him as he walked away. 




A run a was ready by nine o' dock on Sunday morning, 

"Where arc you going?" asked Prakasam very sternly. 

"I am going to Mehandi," 

"What?" Prakasam was astonished- 

"Yes. We have to write about the conditions there in 
the magazine. I'm going to interview the women today" 

"You,,* you're going to Mehandi?" Prakasam could not 
believe it, 

"Yes." Arana slipped her sandals on. 

"Do you plan to come back to this house?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"If you go there today or if you're planning to go to 
these meetings in the future, that will be the end of our 
marriage." Prakasam was red in face and sweating heav- 
ily. 

"We'll talk about it in the evening." Amna left. 

It was clear to Aruna that living with Prakasam would 
be possible only if she stopped doing things that were 
important to her 

Should ! live with him even when 1 can't love him? 

Should 1 live with him just for the sake of protection 
and the baby? 

What is the alternative? 

She didn't have an answer 

Getting down from the bus at the Charminar stop, she 
Saw Bharathi and Sujatha. The two girls had already met 
Krishramurthy and Kesavarao the previous day and had 
gone to Mehandi to tell the women there that they would 
return the next day to interview/ them. The women were 
told that they could talk freely about their problems at the 
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time of the interview and that an article discussing the 
matter would be published in the magazine. 

After walking for a few minutes, past the high court, 
the three women turned into a small side street. It didn t 
take long for Aruna to realise that they had entered the 
Mehandi area. 

Women of all ages could be seen sitting in their door- 
ways, Some were standing around the vendors' carts 
buying different things. Others were in small groups talk- 
ing cheerfully Some were beautifully dressed white others 
seemed tired and sleepy, 

ln one doorway, an elderly woman recognised Ehar- 
athi and Sujatha and invited them into her house. It was 
a small narrow room with a cot and a couple of chairs. On 
a third chair, a table fan hummed. Within five minutes, a 
few other middle aged women gathered there to see them. 
Ruksana, the elderly woman, asked someone to go and get 
three soft drinks for the visitors. Arana felt awkward 
accepting the drink. These women, who had to sell their 
bodies for a living, had just spent ten Rupees to buy drinks 
for them. Though Aruna didn't want a drink, she felt that 
she might hurt the feelings of her host if she refused, 

Aruna asked, "Why did you demonstrate in front of 
the police station?" 

"We were demanding licenses," said Ruksana in Urdu, 

The three knew some Urdu, so the conversation con- 
tinued in Urdu. Initially they didn't understand what the 
licenses were for. 

"If we have licenses, the police won't torture us so 
much. This is our occupation. Whether it is right or wrong, 
this is what we do. 1 have been doing this for thirty years. 
If you insist that I stop now, how am I going to live? Tell 
me?" 

"Are the police demanding that you stop?" 

"Yes, they're telling us to vacate this area. They come 
everyday and beat us up. It doesn't matter what time of 
the day They come in vans and take our people. Earlier we 
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used to give them twenty five Rupees a day per household 
and they left us alone. Now they just come into the houses 
whenever they please and take whatever they find. How 
can we Jive under these conditions? They drag our kids out 
even if they're hiding in the bathrooms, I think our lives 
would be better if we had licenses. We are told that people 
like us are given licenses in Bombay." 

"Could you possibly leave this occupation and do 
something else if they show you a way out?" 

They all tried to reply at once, their voices charged 
with emotion. Ruksana quietened them and spoke, "If 
they wanted to show us a way out, they wouldn't be 
treating us the way they do. They take the little bit of 
money we send to the girls thrown in jail. How are they 
going to show us the way? Where should we go from here? 
Would you let us come and live in your house? f don't 
want to talk about ourselves; our lives are ruined anyway, 
but what about our kids? We want our kids to get some 
education, but they won't admit our kids Ln school. We 
can't even send them to government schools; there they 
ask for the father's name. Whose name can we give? We 
can t go to a movie or anywhere else without people 
following us and making ugly comments. Do you think 
there s a way out for us? Do you think we can escape this 
torture? If we leave this will they leave as alone?" 

Ruksana was too agitated to speak further. 

Another woman picked up where Ruksana had left 
off. 

"Let's say that we are dirty and despicable. How come 
everybody wants our money? For the Ganesh festival they 
want our money; for the Piir festival they want our money; 
for the two flag festivals they want our money; if we're so 
base, why do they want our money? When the minister 
came the other day they collected money from us to 
garland him. We have to give money during elections. 
They need us to rig the voting. We have to go and vote with 
a veil on at one time and without it at another. Sometimes 
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we have to vote ten times. Isn't all this despicable? Are we 
the only ones at fault? We're surviving in this dirt and filth. 
Can't they at least leave us alone?" She broke down and 
couldn't speak anymore. 

They all kept looking at the visitors. There wasn't much 
expression on their faces. Some were in the back nx>ms 
getting dressed. 

A tuna sat there quite perplexed. The three understood 
what was being said but didn't really know how to write 
it down. When Ruksana and the other woman spoke, their 
feelings seemed to pour out like a waterfall. Their emotion- 
al replies were almost poetic, 

Ruksana started speaking again. 

"They beat us up like animals. Not just in the police 
station, even here in our own homes. For some reason they 
want us to leave this place, 1 don't understand why they re 
concerned; the families in this neighbourhood are not 
complaining about us. On top of all that, we have to send 
girls to each and every policeman/' 

"If you get licenses, will the troubles with police end?" 

"Maybe they won't end, but they might be less. Once 
they accept that this is our occupation, they can't beat us 
up like this. The money, of course, that they're taking from 
us even now." 

I here was no need to ask them any questions. Their 
pent up agony poured out. 

When Aruna and the girls were about to leave, they 
bowed in gratitude, "Please help us in whatever way you 
can. 

"I'm not sure we can help you. All we can do is write 
about your problems in the magazine," said Aruna. 

"That's enough for us. It's quite an honour for us that 
such highly educated women came to our homes to listen 
to our problems," said Ruksana. 

"Educated or not, we are all women. Police are like 
husbands to you, husbands are like police to us," said 
Aruna. 
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Everyone laughed, 

"You told the truth. God bless you/' said one woman. 

On l heir way back Sujatha expressed her admiration 
of how clearly and openly the Mehandi women spoke, 
"We can't talk so openly about our problems," she added. 

"Yes. There seemed to be no controls or inhibitions in 
their lives. They spoke about things quite honestly. Maybe 
it's the influence of their lifestyle/' said Aruna, 

P v the time they reached Krishna mu rthy's house, a 
few of their colleagues had already arrived. The rest 
arrived within fifteen minutes, 

Aruna briefed them about their conversations at Me- 
handi, 

Everyone remained silent for a couple of moments, 
Subbarao began to speak with some hesitation, "Aruna 
gam, Kesavarao told us about your situation yesterday. We 
talked about it at length last night." 

Aruna felt uncomfortable but remained silent. 

"Under the current conditions, it seems unfair for us to 
pressure you into working for the magazine. It would be 
better for you to stop now and resolve your problems 
first/' said Krishnamurthy, 

"It would be painful for me to see your life messed up 
because of this small magazine we circulate/' said Ram- 
anarao, 

"It's not good for the magazine either People will say 
that it destroyed a family," said Kesavarao quite softly 

"True. 1 used to work in a student union during my 
younger days. We had two students, Kavitha and Ram- 
mu rthy who were quite active in our union. They were in 
love and used to go together to the movies and picnics. But 
in all honesty they were very good workers for the union. 
Still we had to ask them to leave because their going 
around without being married was bringing a bad name to 
the union. When we are building something, we must be 
careful not to attract any bad publicity," said Satyam, not 
quite knowing what he was saying. 


\ (JUL'Sl | OK J REE DOIVt 


353 


"Hold on for a minute, l have something to say/' said 
Aruna, 

"Go ahead/' said Krishanmurthy. 

"From now on, J will not work for the magazine. Not 
because my husband doesn't like it, not because of what 
you have just said, but simply because I don't like working 
with you/' 

Aruna paused, 

They all stared at her inquisitively, 

"Why am I working for the magazine?" 

Nobody said a word, Aruna continued, 

"Not because Kesavarao pressured me into doing it or 
because I couldn't say 'no' to his request to participate. 1 
just wanted to do it and felt it was my responsibility as a 
human being. I continued to do it because I liked it, And 
that was why I was willing to tolerate all the problems 1 
faced. Did any of you realise that?" 

"Aruna gam. We didn't say that you didn't like work- 
ing for the magazine/' 

"You said that it wouldn't be fair to ask me to work for 
the magazine under these conditions. If you knew how 
passionately 1 felt about doing this work, you couldn't 
have said that. You obviously never have understood how 
involved 1 was in this work. Why did you ask for my 
participation in the first place? You wanted a woman to 
collect Information on women's issues. You found me. You 
asked me for help. I went and did the work. It's all done 
now and you're happy. But did it occur to you to ask why 
I was doing this work? You thought you needed to have a 
woman working for the magazine, but you paid no heed 
to the attachment I developed for it. Otherwise you couldn't 
have advised me to stop so quickly. Do you yourselves 
know why you're working for the magazine? If you were 
really doing it with compassion, wouldn't you have under- 
stood my feelings by now?" 

Kesavarao was about to say something. 

Aruna waved him away. 
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"Wait Let me finish. You said that if a woman has 
problems with her husband and separates from him, her 
whole life will be ruined. That gives me a hint about your 
culture, Kesa varan gam, tell me. You are afraid that the 
magazine will get a bad name because of me. What about 
the bad name I got among my colleagues because I talked 
to you everyday about the magazine? Why do you think I 
worked for it ignoring the gossip among my colleagues 
and the problems at home? If you still don't understand, 
you're hopelessely narrow-minded no matter how many 
magazines you publish. You couldn't understand a col- 
league who was working side by side with you. The 
moment she had a problem, you got scared. How can you 
expect to solve the problems of society with tliis attitude?" 
Aruna got up H slipped her sandals on and walked out. 
All that the group could do was to stare at her in 
disbelief as she left. 

Sujatha and LJharathi followed her, 

"Madam, we didn't know any of this before. We don't 
want to work for this magazine anymore/' said Bharatbk 
"Yes. I feel the same way" said Sujatha. 

"Oh please, don't stop for my sake " 

"1 think it wouldn't be wrong to slop even if it were* just 
for your sake. If the people there could not respect you, 
what is the chance that they would respect us? I don't 
think they care about our problems either/' said Bharathi, 
Think about il carefully and do whatever you both 
feel is right. I have to go now." 

"Madam, will you be home tomorrow? Can we come 
and see you?" 

'No, I'm sorry, but I don't think so. I'm thinking of 
going to Delhi tonight/' 

"Delhi? Why Delhi?" Sujatha asked hesitantly. 

"I'm going to stay with my friend. She's working there. 

I think I have no choice but to walk out of my house today." 

Bharathi and Sujatha were saddened looking at Am- 
na s grief stricken face. 
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"We will also come. We will come to the station and see 
you off." 

"Okay. Maybe you can do me a favour. Could you 
please go to the station and make a reservation for me? I'll 
go home and bring the baby," 

They didn't know' what to say, Aruna opened her 
purse and gave them money for the ticket. 

"Oh, and one more thing. Let me give you my friend's 
address. Please send her a telegram. Tell her that I'm 
leaving today. And thank you so much for your help." 

"You needn't say that. Madam," They took the address 
and the money and left. 

Aruna had a sinking feeling in her heart as she reached 
her house. For three years she had been proud of her 
house. Soon it wouldn't be hers anymore. She felt choked 
with grief as she opened the front gate. But she restrained 
herself. It was no time to feel weak, Why should I feel so 
sad? I've learned a few truths about life. I've had some 
experiences. They will remain with me. I have to face life 
with courage, she counseled herself. 

It would be impossible for her to forget the past and 
start a new life there with Prakasam. I did nothing wrong, 

] could not accept or even tolerate Prakasam controlling 
me. Prakasam has to recognise that he wronged me. If he's 
not concerned about losing me, why should I w T orry? 
When he recognizes his folly, he'll regret it. I have to think 
about my own life. I have to lead my life with courage, she 
told herself, 

Aruna knocked on the door. Prakasam opened it, 

"Why did you come? What have you decided?" he 
asked in a huff. 

"I've came to take the baby." 

"You want to take the baby? You think I'd give you the 
baby? Whv do you even need her? You want to roam 
. i round and neglect her to death or what?" 

"You won't give me the baby?" Aruna was astonished. 

"Amma Aruna, This arguing is not good for the two of 
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you. At least for the sake of the baby you both have to be 
more tolerant/' Kama] amnia held Aruna's hands, 

* "Mother, you don't have to beg her. She's not so 
innocent that she doesn't recognise her faults. Her arro- 
gance is,,.” 

"Prakasam. Don't say anything more. Let's not call 
each other names. We know we can't live together in 
peace. Let's at least live in peace separately." Aruna went 
to the baby who was sleeping and picked her up. 

Prakasam came behind her quickly, grabbed the baby, 
went into the bedroom and closed the door behind him. 

Aruna didn't know what to do. She felt a wave of 
weakness spreading all over the body Her legs gave way 
ans she collapsed. The prospect of leaving without the 
baby devastated her It felt like somebody was tearing her 
heart out. 

"Attayya, I am leaving. Please take care of the baby. I 
know you take care of her very well. I am the one who 
can't live without her," She could no longer restrain 
herself. Tears gushed out. She cried violently, like a crazed 
person. 

She left the house alone and empty-handed -just as she 
had entered it three years ago. 

Three years ago I left my parents' home for Prakasam, 
for love, and for independence. Then, I felt very happy 
courageous and enthusiastic. What happened between 
then and now? Now 1 don't have Prakasam, and l don't 
have love.' 

But 1 have freedom; freedom all around me in the 
endless expanse of the universe. What does freedom mean? 
Is there a goal for this freedom? How should a free person 
behave?' 

'Is one life enough to find answers to these questions. 
What is the purpose of life? Is it to learn the meaning of 
freedom?' 

Life-freedom — are they two different entities? Aren't 
they one and the same?' 
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Aruna hoped to find answers to these questions with 
the help of her friend. She gut on the train. 

"Madam, please write to us after you reach Delhi" 
said Sujntha, 

' Yes. I will," said Aruna with a feeble smile. 

"When will you return. Madam?" 

' i'll ask for a month's leave. After that I'll be back." 

"Madam, when you come back, we ll join hands and 
do something. I'm sure work for a magazine isn't the only 
thing we can do. We'll bring together people tike ourselves 
and try to really accomplish something/' said Bharathi. 

Aruna smiled. The train pulled away. 

+ * * 

Uma gave Aruna a hug and teased heT, "What did I do 
to suddenly deserve this kindness?" 

"Its not kindness for you, but my need that brought me 
here" said Aruna, smiling feebly. 

As soon as she saw the telegram, Uma had guessed 
that something had gone wrong. Now, looking at Aruna, 
it was evident that her guess was correct. Aruna looked 
trail and the pain and sorrow inflicted by the events of the 
last few days were reflected unmistakably on her face. 

"Why didn't you bring the baby?" asked Uma after 
they got into the taxi, Aruna didn't speak. She just col- 
lapsed into Uma's Lip and cried silently, 

"Please Aruna, don't cry" said Uma trying to console 

her. 

It was only after they reached home that Aruna could 
finally control her tears. Uma gave her a cup of coffee. 
Then Aruna took a shower while Uma prepared a snack 
for hen Exhausted and hungry Aruna sat down and ate 
quietly. 

"Now tell me what happened," said Uma, placing 
Aruna's head on her lap and stroking her hair gently. 

" t here isn't anything new. You've probably realised by 
now; I left because 1 could not live with Prakasam/' 
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"That J understood. But what happened?" 

"I wrote to you earlier that I was working for a 
magazine, and that Prakasam didn't like it We had a lot 
of arguments about it. Frakasam said that we couldn't live 
together unless I stopped doing that work ' 

"Did you tell him you wouldn't stop?" 

"I didn't say anything. In fact now I have given up 
working for the magazine." 

"What is the problem then?" 

"It is not just about the magazine Uma, I'll probably do 
other things that interest me, I just can't tolerate Frakasam 
trying to control me. ! can't accept his dictating to me w hat 
I can do and what I can't. He thinks that my life should be 
restricted to him. 1 can't live like that, 1 want to be actively 
engaged with the world n round me 1 feel that society 
should benefit in at least some small way from my exist- 
ence. Prakasam can't tolerate that." 

"Then why did you stop working for the magazine?" 

"The people there are worse than Prakasam." 

"What do you mean?" 

"The people running the magazine are all men. They 
believe that a woman should always accede to her hus- 
band's wishes. Their wives are all restricted to the bliss of 
their homes. When they need a woman to work for them, 
they find somebody like me. If my husband approves of my 
working for them, everything is fine. But if it creates 
problems, they advise me to leave the magazine and settle 
my family difficulties first. Otherwise, they believe my life 
will be ruined," 

"Really?" 

"That's what they advised me." 

"Why did you work with them for so long then?" 

"Because 1 didn't realise all this. They were using the 
magazine to expose injustices in the society. And they 
talked a lot about idealistic stuff. There are a couple of very 
intelligent people among them. So 1 thought it would be 
wonderful to work with them. But when they had to face 
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this issue, their true characters were revealed," 

"Okay, Let's leave the magazine alone. Tell me about 
Prakasam, Can you live without him? Your love—" 

"1 don't love Prakasam/' Aruna sat up abruptly and 
interrupted Uma. 

Lima was astonished. 

"i know you're very surprised, but E really don't love 
Prakasam," 

"No, Pm not surprised, but it's clear to me that you're 
very angry with him/' Uma smiled. 

"Angry? Why should 1 be angry?" 

"Because he turned out to be an obstacle to your 
freedom." 

"When l look back, 1 realise that he never made any 
promises otherwise." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Uma, when I married him, I really didn't know much 
about him. I loved the fact that he loved me. I didn't know 
much else about him to love, I didn't know what he 
thought about life, and what he valued and what he 
didn't. I didn't know much about myself either, in the 
beginning. But slowly 1 realised what I want in my life and 
what gives me a sense of satisfaction. Now? that 1 under- 
stand more about myself — I realise that there's a great gulf 
between us in our ideas and ideals, so should l still hold on 
to the illusion that I love him? Can 1 believe that I ever 
loved him?" 

Aruna stopped talking. Uma didn't say anything. She 
kept looking at Aruna's face, as if trying to determine how 
much truth and how much anger there were in Aruna's 
words. 

"Do you remember, you laughed at me when I said l 
was going to marry tor the sake of freedom. Now I 
understand why you laughed." 

"T hat day I wasn't being very serious when 1 said that." 

"1 didn't take it very seriously either. But honestly, I 
didn't understand the meaning of freedom then. I was 
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constantly unhappy that my parents didn't let me go to 
movies or go out with friends. My definition of freedom 
then was to be free to wear the garee I liked, to go to the 
movies I liked, to go out with friends and generally, not to 
always require someone's approval to do those things. 
That wasalL ! thought marrying Prakasam would liberate 
me Jn fact it did. The only vague concern I had was that 
I might be caught up in housework and raising children 
and lose some of the excitement of life. 1 talked about that 
with Prakasam, But now, ! understand better what free- 
dom actually means. 1 understand why I need it and I 
understand its value. Freedom is not something one can 
acquire easily just by leaving one house and going to 
another. " 

"That's why Sudhir and 1 are living separately, and 
haven't got married. This way there's no question of one 
of us obstructing the other or having to consult the other 
in personal matters*" 

"Do you think that's the right solution, Uma?" 

"What do you think?" asked Uma curiously, 

'To me it looks like avoiding the problem rather than 
solving it Let's not worry about the marriage ritual itself* 
I don't have much faith in that anyway. But isn't it 
cowardly to love someone and avoid living together with 
him for fear that you might obstruct one another's free- 
dom? Doesn't that reveal a lack of confidence in each 
other?" Acuna said that w r ith hesitation, wondering if she 
had hurt Urna's feelings, 

"Does it look like that to you?" asked Uma, thinking 
about it herself. 

"When you wrote to me about this, I thought about 
you a lot. Sometimes I thought your decision was very 
good. But 1 also felt that there was a deficiency somewhere 
in this arrangement; I know that marriage might restrict 
the freedom of both of you, I also understand that both of 
you need to have your freedom, But you are living sepa- 
rately for fear that problems may crop up if you live 
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together. Isn't it better to live together and respect one 
another's freedom?" 

"Arena, it's a wonderful ideal to live together and 
respect each other's independence. But it doesn't work in 
real life. Our lives don't simply depend on our own 
thoughts and our own ideals. And besides, our lives are 
not completely our own either. The society around us has 
a great influence on our lives, A small problem can arise 
somewhere quite outside our control It's to avoid such 
things that Sudhir and 1 are living like this. We don't really 
like this arrangement either. We'll start to live together 
when we feel that we don't want to continue like this." 

Roth remained absorbed in their own thoughts for a 
while. Suddenly Uma asked, "If it weren't for your need 
for engagement with society-at-large, wouldn't you say 
Prakasam is a good man and couldn't you see the possibil- 
ity of living with him witout serious problems?" 

Aruna didn t speak for a while. She thought about it 
for a while and spoke slowly as if she were not only 
answering Lima's question, but also trying to convince 
herself. "True. If I didn't need to interact with society and 
Prakasam were the only thing in my world, he is a good 
person; better than most men, I could even have compro- 
mised on little things here and there — " Aruna paused 
there for a moment as if she didn't like this train of 
thought. 

She spoke again, "Rut Uma, however good a man is, it 
seems he can't help trying to control the woman, Pra- 
kasam Started making decisions for me within two months 
of our marriage. He refused to let me have an abortion. I 
lost the right to make a decision concerning my own body. 
Depending on the level of our own awareness, we tolerate 
different levels of control by men. Unless we have a sense 
of our own individuality, we don't understand the degree 
to which our lives are controlled by them. We all struggle 
in our own wavs to get (rut from under this fist that 
controls us. I left Prakasam. You found a new way of living 
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with Sudhir without marrying him. Others are choosing to 
remain single. Some even take their own lives when the 
control becomes unbearable. Each in our own way, we all 
yearn and struggle for our own identities." 

They talked late into the night, trying to understand 
how their personal experiences related to the conditions 
faced by women in general. It wasn't until the early hours 
of the morning that they finally fell asleep, 

tiy the time Aruna woke up it was eight o' dock. It 
looked like Uma had already gone out, Aruna made a cup 
of tea for herself and was sitting at Lima's desk looking at 
the books when she found a note. Lima had scribbled it for 
her. 

"Aruna, I'm going to the station to make reservations 
for us to go to Agra and Bharatpur- Til also go and see 
Sudhir to tell him about our plans. Tomorrow all three of 
us will go either to Bharatpur or Agra. Eat some bread for 
breakfast and, if you have the energy, do some cooking. I'll 
be back soon. — Uma" 

Aruna sat there thinking about Uma. 'She's trying to 
cheer me up with these trips. With Lima's help l should try 
to rejuvenate myself before 1 go back to Hyderabad. 1 guess 
1 will But what about the baby?' 

'My lovely anklet bell, my beautiful star. What could 
she be doing now? Maybe she's asking for me? Maybe 
she's sad and looking for me/ Aruna was distraught. She 
sat there, unable to think of anything but the baby, till Uma 
walked in. 

"1 brought tickets for Agra for tomorrow. We can go to 
Bharatpur after a couple of days, W r hat do you say?" said 
Lima with a smile. 

Aruna didn't say anything. Uma could see that Aruna 
had been crying. She felt so sorry for her. Pulling Aruna 
closer to herself and stroking her hair gently, Uma asked, 
"Arc you all right?" 

"1 miss the baby," Aruna hid her face in Uma's chest 
and sobbed. 
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"Please don't., just imagine that you came here for a 
month to take care of some work. Weren't you away from 
the baby for a week when you went to Bangalore? I hink 
of it just like that. And when you go back to Hyderabad, 
you can go and get the baby/' 

"You think he'll give her to me?" 

Uma noticed the fear and uneasiness in Aruna's eyes, 
a person who is otherwise never afraid, 

" Would you keep quiet if he didn't? You have a right 
to keep her with vou at least until she's nine. Ask him 
nicely. If it doesn't work, take him to court" 

"1 don't know, Uma. When 1 think of the baby, l feel 
like giving up all my thoughts and going back to that 
house. 1 can't live without her/' She couldn't stop crying. 

"And you won't have to. Why do you have to live 
without her? She'll come to live with you. Don't worry. 
You should be courageous and calm. Come on, get up." 
Aruna collected herself and remained silent. 

After a while she asked meekly, "After nine years, l lose 
my rights to the baby?" 

"Let's not worry about that now. Do you think once 
the baby has been with, you for nine years she will be able 
to leave you? 1 don't think so." Uma tried to cheer her up, 
"Prakasam also loves the baby very much." 

"Okay, you both love her. When the baby grows up a 
little, she'll decide herself where she wants to live. You 
won't deny her that choice, will you?'' 

And she said again/' But what about you? What do 
you want to do? It doesn't look to me like you would be 
content merely with your college job " 

"I'll do something." 

"What do you mean-something?" 

"1 don't know yet. But Uma, there are so many things 
to do if we really want to. After seeing Sangamma and 
after witnessing the problems of the Mehandi women, I 
realised that there is a lot that needs to be done. It would 
be very satisfying to file charges against Sangamma 's 
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abusers and bring them before the court. It would be 
satisfying to help the Me hand i women get licenses. And 
many other such things. One lifetime might not be enough 
to accomplish some of these things. But we women must 
do whatever we can to help other women. ]'|] find some- 
thing to do. I strongly believe that 1 should do whatever l 
can. If we do nothing for the freedom of fellow women, 
our own freedom is meaningless. For some reason Uma, 
I'm more conscious today than ever before that l am a 
woman. As I grow older- and as I learn from my own 
experiences and from observing society around me, I am 
constantly reminded of that fact." 

"What can you do on your own?" Uma wasn't sure 
whether Aruna was talking emotionally or whether she 
was thinking about these things in practical terms. 

"Sujatha and Bharathi are there. I'm sure there are 
more women out there like me. I'll do whatever 1 can." 

"But are your actions going to make a significant 
difference? Let's say that Sang aroma's abusers are pun- 
ished, Would that put an end to rapes? Say that the 
Mehandi women get licenses. They're giving licenses in 
Bombay right now. Would that by itself improve their 
lives? When the society all around us is so rotten, will a 
little bit of effort from you make any difference? How long 
do you think it will take for society to change?" 

"fust because I can't change the whole society, should 
l give up doing whatever I can? 1 have realised that 1 can't 
live without doing my bit. I'll do my best and prove myself. 
My work will give me satisfaction— the satisfaction that 
my life has meaning. Isn't that what freedom is all about? 
If all I cared about was my own life, then I wouldn't need 
this freedom. My freedom should have meaning. Right 
now, finding that meaning is my goal," 

Uma kept looking at the bright sparkling eyes in the 
tired face of her friend. 
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